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ABSTRACT
OF THE THESIS OF

Klearina Hussien Saab for Master of Arts
Major: Education

Title: Challenges of Public and Private Middle School Counselors in L.ebanon

This study examined the challenges faced by middle school counselors in public and
private schools in Lebanon and explored the strategies used to enhance counseling
effectiveness. A sequential mixed-methods design was employed, combining survey and
interview data. The sample consisted of 22 school counselors from the Greater Beirut
area. Findings revealed that counselors experience multidimensional challenges.
Quantitative results identified workload, high counselor—student ratios, and limited
parental awareness as key challenges. Qualitative findings further highlighted issues
related to counseling practice, including high caseloads and emotional burden;
stakeholder-related challenges such as limited parental engagement, low awareness, and
persistent stigma; and structural constraints, including the absence of clear policies and
inconsistent implementation of counseling frameworks.

Counselors reported using adaptive strategies such as case prioritization, group
counseling, and flexible coordination with school staff. They also emphasized the need
for stronger policy frameworks, clearer role definitions, and improved professional
support. Overall, the findings highlight the need for coordinated structural and
institutional reforms to strengthen school counseling and support student well-being in
Lebanon.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Background

School counseling is a multifaceted profession essential for supporting students’
academic, social, and emotional development (American School Counselor Association,
2015). By helping students navigate personal and educational challenges, school
counselors play a crucial role in enhancing students’ well-being, behavior, and academic

performance (Wambui, 2015).

In Lebanese public schools, counseling and guidance represent only one aspect of
counselors’ responsibilities, as many are also assigned teaching duties and often lack the
specialized training or institutional support needed to perform their counseling role
effectively. In contrast, within private middle schools, counseling is often a primary
responsibility; however, many counselors still operate under conditions like those in

public schools, often being diverted from their core role of student support.

According to the 2025 School Counselor Report by You Science, excessive
caseloads prevent counselors from meeting students’ diverse academic and emotional
needs, ultimately reducing the effectiveness of counseling services. Furthermore, the
absence of clear professional standards and legal recognition for school counselors in
Lebanon limits their ability to fully support students and establish a strong professional

identity.

The current study investigates the barriers that middle school counselors face in
their professional practice and the strategies they employ to overcome these challenges.

This research is crucial as it: a) identifies the barriers public and private school counselors
9



encounter in providing social, academic, and emotional support to students, and (b)
identifies tactical approaches school counselors use and propose to assist them in

addressing these challenges and improving counseling practices.

Increased Demand for Counseling and Obstacles to Improvement

In Lebanon, school counseling was formally introduced in 1996, and recognition
of its importance has grown over the past 15 years due to multiple overlapping crises.
These crises have intensified the demand for counseling while simultaneously

undermining the education sector and hindering the improvement of counseling services.

Beginning with the Syrian war in 2011, which resulted in a significant influx of
refugees, Lebanon’s schools faced mounting challenges in meeting students’ academic
and psychosocial needs. This was followed by the economic collapse and the COVID-19
pandemic in 2019, which led to prolonged school closures and a shift to online learning,
deepening educational disparities among students without access to technology or stable
internet (Hammoud & Shuayb, 2021). The Beirut port explosion in August 2020 and the
rapid devaluation of the Lebanese pound by early 2023 losing 98% of its value
worsened working conditions, triggered teacher strikes, and further destabilized the
education sector. These crises forced many families to struggle with basic living and
educational expenses, resulting in higher school dropout rates (Shuayb et al., 2024). Most
recently, the Israeli attack of September 28, 2024, and ongoing social tensions have
exacerbated the already fragile educational environment and the psychological needs of
students.

A study by Shuayb et al. (2024) examining readiness during Israeli attacks emphasized
that exposure to conflict causes trauma and psychological distress for students, parents,

and educators. Similarly, a 2025 UNICEF survey conducted in Lebanon revealed that
10



72% of caregivers reported anxiety symptoms and 62% observed signs of depression in
their children due to the ongoing war between Hezbollah and the Israeli army. These
findings align with international research from other conflict zones. In Gaza, for example,
prolonged exposure to violence has been associated with high rates of PTSD, depression,
and other mental health disorders among children (El-Khodary & Samara, 2020).
Lebanese research also indicates that a large percentage of students experience anxiety,
depression, and trauma-related symptoms, particularly following the Beirut port
explosion and ongoing conflict (Hammoud & Shuayb, 2024; Mansour, Mashmoushi, &
Dirani, 2023).

In addition to the impact of crises, Lebanese intermediate and secondary students
experience significant academic stress, especially due to the pressure of official public
examinations. This pressure often results in high rates of failure and school dropout
(Schenzle & Schultz, 2024). Many students express their distress through behavioral
issues, academic struggles, and disciplinary problems, further highlighting the need for
comprehensive, well-structured school counseling programs — and emphasizing the
urgency of understanding the challenges counselors face in delivering such services.
Despite this growing demand for support, school counselors in Lebanon encounter
numerous barriers that limit their ability to respond effectively to students’ needs. A study
conducted by Dirani (2023) highlighted the absence of a unified understanding of the
school counseling profession, particularly regarding its title, scope of practice, and the
competencies and training required for effective practice. Similarly, Yassen (2013) found
that school counselors across educational levels experience significant role conflict, role
ambiguity, and role stress. Moreover, many schools fail to integrate counseling into their
educational frameworks (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010). Therefore, gaining a deeper

understanding of the obstacles faced by school counselors is essential to strengthening
11



counseling practices, improving student well-being, and informing targeted reforms
within Lebanon’s educational system.
Educational System in Lebanon

Understanding the Lebanese educational system structure is essential for situating
school counseling within its broader institutional and structural context. The system is
composed of public and private sectors. Public schools are regulated and funded by the
Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) and follow a standardized
curriculum under a centralized administrative structure with unified staff recruitment
procedures. Private schools, in contrast, are financed fully or partially through tuition
fees. Although they maintain autonomy in administrative decisions, staff recruitment,
instructional materials, and curriculum design, they are required to comply with national
educational standards (TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, 2016; Mansour et al.,

2023).

Lebanese schools reflect the country’s multilingual identity. Both public and private
institutions use Arabic as the national language alongside English or French as languages
of instruction (Bacha, 2019). Some schools operate trilingually, using Arabic, English,
and French as primary languages of instruction (Shaaban, 1997).

Education is compulsory from ages 6 to 14, encompassing kindergarten and nine years of
basic education. Pre-university education is structured into four cycles: Kindergarten
(ages 3-5); Basic Education, which includes Cycle 1 (Grades 1-3), Cycle 2 (Grades 4-6),
and Cycle 3 (Grades 7-9); and Secondary Education (Grades 10—12). Transition to
secondary or technical secondary education requires passing the official Brevet

examination, while university admission requires the Baccalaureate.
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At the tertiary level, higher education includes the Lebanese University, the only public
university and several private universities following either American or French
educational models (Tran, 2015). The Faculty of Education at the Lebanese University
plays a central role in teacher preparation as well as in the training of school leaders and
counselors (Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020). Curriculum reforms and teacher training
initiatives are often supported by international organizations such as the UNDP and the
World Bank (TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, 2016). According to MEHE
data, approximately 1,864 schools operated in Lebanon during the 2023-2024 academic
year, including 53 public and 92 private schools in Beirut.

Despite its structured framework, the Lebanese educational system has faced significant
challenges, particularly following the recent national crises. These include the absence of
clear and transparent standards in several areas of educational management, centralized
decision-making processes, a lack of integrated and aligned implementation strategies,
and persistent issues related to teacher deployment and workload compliance. Such
systemic constraints affect not only instructional quality but also supportive educational
services. Abdul-Hamid and Yassine (2020) note that limited resources in public schools,
combined with governance and capacity challenges, hinder the effective integration of
comprehensive support services, including school counseling.

These challenges vary across school types due to structural differences in resources,
administrative autonomy, curriculum flexibility, and access to training. Inequalities
between public and private schools and even among private schools themselves shape the
contexts in which school counselors operate. Understanding these systemic and
institutional factors is therefore essential for assessing the challenges faced by school

counselors in Lebanon.
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Counseling and Guidance Development

Counseling in Lebanon initially began as career counseling. It started with the
establishment of the Career Guidance Center at the American University of Beirut in
1985, which was recognized as one of the most significant steps in advancing school
counseling in Lebanon. This initiative emerged in response to the growing need for career
guidance and counseling services in Lebanese schools. Initially, the Hariri Foundation
established the center to support Lebanese students receiving its financial aid in selecting
their academic majors for higher education abroad. However, these efforts produced

limited outcomes and were not reflected in school-based programs.

Following the enactment of Lebanese Law 1030/1997, which called for the
assignment of school counselors and was prompted by the anticipated challenges arising
from the introduction of a new national curriculum, there was a noticeable increase in
awareness of the comprehensive role of counselors in schools. This law marked the first
formal step toward institutionalizing school counseling and reinforced the need for
structured guidance services across educational institutions. At that time, only 70 out of
1,500 public schools had a counselor (Hamzeh, 2008). Nevertheless, there is still no law

mandating the presence of a counselor in Lebanese schools (Dirani, 2023).

The development of guidance and counseling differs between public and private
schools. Research in Lebanon indicates significant disparities in counseling services
between the two sectors. Public schools are typically underserved and lack sufficient
counseling services, while private schools may hire counseling staff as an optional service
(Hamzeh, 2008). Consequently, the discussion of school counseling is divided into the

public and private sectors.
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Counseling in Public Schools

The assignment of counselors in public schools was initiated by the Ministry of
Education’s Office of Guidance and Counseling in partnership with UNICEF’s Beirut
office, which launched the first training program for school counselors in 1996 for public
elementary and middle schools. In 2002, 120 elementary and middle school teachers with
at least five years of teaching experience and a bachelor’s degree in psychology,
sociology, or philosophy underwent a training program that combined theoretical and
practical components, emphasizing a preventive and developmental approach to
counseling. After completing the training, participants engaged in a supervised phase to
implement counseling activities. By 2003, these trained individuals were appointed as
teacher-counselors, dedicating 75% of their workload to counseling duties focused on
addressing students’ behavioral problems and academic difficulties or pathways, and 25%
to teaching. However, none of the public-school counselors held a degree in school
counseling, nor did they receive sufficient training in individual counseling, crisis
intervention, or in developing a structured counseling program (Ayyash-Abdo et al.,

2010).

The trained teacher-counselors and coordinators continue to provide counseling
services despite the absence of official policies, clearly defined professional roles, or
established standards for school counseling practices within the Ministry of Education.
Although they provide essential services, counselors receive no additional compensation
and often face heavy workloads, serving multiple schools simultaneously due to the
limited number of trained counselors. Additionally, counselors report a lack of accessible

or government-funded psychological support services for student referrals. This shortage
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is particularly concerning, as most public-school students come from low-income families

who cannot afford private psychological care (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010).

Furthermore, school counselors are absent at the secondary level, where they are
crucial in guiding students toward informed choices about university majors and career
paths aligned with labor market needs and students’ abilities. A study conducted by Al-
Hroub and Saab (2017) states that career guidance largely remains conceptual, with
limited implementation in practice. This gap underscores the need for formal policy
mandating the presence of specialized school counselors in all secondary schools (Anbaa

Online, 2022).

Counseling and guidance fall under the responsibility of the Department of
Orientation and Pedagogical Supervision (DOPS). However, there is no legal basis for the
Directorate of Guidance and Counseling, although it leads health and psychosocial
counseling in public schools. These services provide essential support to highly
vulnerable students by addressing social tensions, bullying, harassment, and violence
within the school environment. They also aim to promote mental and social well-being

and to implement the newly established child protection framework.

By 2018, the Department of Orientation and Pedagogical Support (DOPS)
employed over 600 personnel across Lebanon, all classified under the title of “counselor.”
However, in practice, this title encompassed a range of roles not exclusively related to
counseling. Individuals labeled as counselors perform duties associated with pedagogical
support, psychosocial services, health services, and special education, all grouped under a
single job category. This indicates ambiguity in the professional title of the counselor.

According to DOPS, the role of psychosocial counselors is to provide advice and

16



guidance to schools on addressing the psychosocial and socioemotional needs of children.
However, some counselors are also tasked with administrative responsibilities, such as

monitoring international assessments like PISA (IMLEBANON, 2019).

The continuous increase in the number of teachers assigned to counseling and
guidance duties in public schools does not appear to be based on clear or objective
criteria. It remains unclear whether their distribution across centers is determined by the
number of students, the number of schools, or the number of teachers. Moreover, there is
no permanent counselor assigned to each school. Instead, the presence of a counselor is
arranged only upon request, typically in emergency cases identified by school
administrations. These counselors often balance teaching responsibilities alongside their
counseling duties, which limits their capacity to deliver continuous and comprehensive
psychosocial support (Anbaa Online, 2022). The assignment of counselors across
multiple schools further limits their ability to provide effective and sustained support to
students (Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020). Additionally, many counselors were recruited
from high school teaching staff based on academic qualifications rather than formal
training in counseling. While they may possess strong teaching skills, these qualifications
do not necessarily equip them to perform counseling or coaching roles effectively

(Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020).

As a result, the counselor position in Lebanon remains unclear and poorly defined,
combining multiple responsibilities that belong to different professional categories and

creating significant challenges for the delivery of meaningful student support.

Counseling in Private Schools.
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Earlier research on private schools in Lebanon indicates that counseling services
were available across elementary, middle, and secondary levels; however, the number of
hired counselors was insufficient to adequately meet students’ needs. Counseling services
were more commonly found in high-tuition private schools and were largely shaped by
individual school policies rather than national regulations. Counseling practices mainly
emphasized remedial and responsive interventions, while developmental and preventive
approaches were often underrepresented. Counselors’ responsibilities frequently extended
beyond counseling to include administrative and non-counseling tasks, and career

guidance services were reported to be limited (Ayash & Abdo, 2012).

The academic qualifications of school-based counselors working in private
schools varies in Lebanon: Dirani (2023) reported that not all school-based
psychologists\counselors hold degrees in psychology-related fields, with 21 out of 49
surveyed professionals possessing only a bachelor’s degree in unrelated domains. This
finding appears inconsistent with Law No. 8/2017, which stipulates that a minimum of a
master’s degree in psychology is required to practice. In addition, a smaller study
conducted by El Zein (2014), involving 13 counselors in private schools, indicated that
participants held master’s degrees in education, counseling, or psychology. These
findings suggest inconsistencies in the professional qualifications of school counselors
across institutions. This situation was attributed to the limited availability of higher
education programs specializing in school counseling in Lebanon. Dirani (2023) reported
that a desk review of university curricula revealed that school psychology is offered at the

master’s level in seven universities in Lebanon, six of which are private and one public.

In addition, the academic curricula for school counseling and psychology

programs are inconsistent across universities, with variations in training objectives,
18



course content, and credit requirements. This misalignment results in discrepancies
between graduates’ preparation and the professional demands of the field. Consequently,
school counselors and psychologists often adapt their roles to meet the specific needs and
expectations of individual schools. Such lack of standardized training and role clarity
contributes to the limited number of licensed school-based psychologists and represents a
significant professional challenge in the country. Furthermore, Counselors trained in
Western counseling models or graduating from private Lebanese universities also faced
challenges related to degree equivalency and local recognition, which created barriers to

professional entry and limited the availability of specialized school counselors.

While these findings provide an important baseline, the private school counseling
sector has experienced some developments in recent years. Although empirical studies
examining the status of school counseling in private schools remain limited, available
research suggests improvements in perceptions of counseling services. Teachers have
reported more positive perceptions of the counselor’s role in supporting students,
teachers, and parents, as well as increased acknowledgment of the effectiveness of
counseling programs. Improved communication and collaboration between counselors
and teachers have also been documented (Hamzeh,2024). Preventive counseling
approaches and comprehensive counseling programs are increasingly implemented,
particularly in International Baccalaureate (IB) schools. Nevertheless, the need for clearer
role definition and well-defined counselor responsibilities remains evident (Hamzeh,

2024).

Recent research also indicates that several longstanding challenges continue to
affect school counselors, particularly the absence of structured and systematic training.

These challenges became more visible during the COVID-19 pandemic, when counselors
19



were required to provide virtual counseling services without adequate preparation (Jaber
& Al-Hroub, 2023). Counselors often had to independently develop methods to integrate
technology into their practice. Furthermore, stigma associated with counseling—
especially among male students—along with unclear role expectations, continued to limit
the utilization and effectiveness of counseling services. These findings highlight the
persistence of challenges related to training, gender-based barriers, role ambiguity, and
limited resources.

Overall, the counseling and guidance profession in both public and private schools
continues to face multiple challenges that require clear regulations and professional
standards. These include the development of professional policies, clarification of
counselor identity and roles, provision of ongoing training, implementation of structured
counseling programs, and establishment of appropriate counselor-to-student ratios.
Consequently, investigating school counselors’ perspectives on the challenges they face
and the solutions they propose remains essential to advancing research and strengthening

the counseling profession.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this exploratory study is to investigate the challenges faced by
school counselors working in middle schools in Beirut that follow the English language
system, including both public and private schools. Specifically, the study aims to identify
key factors that hinder the effectiveness of school counseling programs, while providing a
comprehensive understanding of counselors lived experiences, the contextual influences
on their roles, and the strategies counselors suggest addressing these challenges. By
integrating both quantitative and qualitative findings, the research aims to generate

valuable insights that can inform educational stakeholders and policymakers on how to
20



strengthen school counseling services within the Lebanese educational system.
Additionally, the study aims to contribute to the academic literature on school counseling
and to offer descriptive data regarding the nature of the challenges encountered and the
potential solutions available.
Research Questions
This study aims to answer the following research questions:

1- What are the challenges that middle school counselors encounter that impede their

guidance and counseling for students in public and private schools?
2-  What strategies do middle school counselors propose or implement to overcome

these challenges and strengthen their effectiveness in supporting students?

Rationale of the Study

Lebanese students face increasing stress due to ongoing political instability,
economic crises, and academic pressures, which contribute to heightened mental health
concerns. Given Lebanon’s ongoing political and economic crises, students experience
mounting stress and mental health concerns. Although school counselors are key to
addressing these challenges, structural and professional barriers continue to limit their
effectiveness. For instance, there is no fixed professional title for school counselors. A
study by Dirani et al. (2023) explored whether Lebanon should maintain three distinct
professional profiles for school-based psychologists—educational psychologist, school
psychologist, and school counselor—or merge these roles. The study found that the most
used term is School Counselor, followed by School Psychologist, highlighting significant

confusion that negatively affects the professional identity of counselors.
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Strong professional identity is critical for school counselors, as it enhances self-
confidence, job commitment, self-efficacy, and resilience against burnout (Heled &
Davidovich, 2019; Maor & Hemi, 2021; Walker, 2015). However, the absence of clear
professional standards and legal recognition in Lebanon limits counselors’ effectiveness.
Although there is a significant need for social, academic, and emotional support for all
students in both public and private schools, the presence of counselors is still not

obligatory in every school.

Furthermore, Hamzeh (2024) highlighted that teachers in International Baccalaureate (IB)
schools demonstrate improved understanding and acceptance of the school counselor’s
role; however, this improvement is not observed in other private schools. This finding is
consistent with earlier research. Hamzeh (2008) reported discrepancies in perceptions of
counseling services among parents, students, and teachers, noting that while parents and
students shared similar views regarding the counselor’s role—particularly in consultation,
teachers held differing and often unclear understandings of counselors’ responsibilities.
Similarly, Khansa (2015) confirmed persistent inconsistencies in teachers’ perceptions of
school counselors’ duties. Together, these findings suggest that despite progress in
specific educational contexts such as IB schools, the counselor’s role remains poorly
defined and inconsistently understood in many schools, reflecting broader weaknesses in

the recognition and regulation of the school counseling profession.

Previous research in Lebanon has largely focused on defining counselor roles, examining
the status of counseling, and exploring perceptions and professional identity (Ayyash-
Abdo et al., 2010; Merhi Bleik, 2020; Saad, 2012; Yassen, 2013). However, limited
attention has been given to the specific challenges counselors face, particularly in the

context of recent economic and social crises.
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These crises have intensified students’ academic, social, and mental health needs,
increasing the demand for effective counseling services. Despite the critical role of school
counselors, structural and professional barriers continue to limit the effectiveness of

counseling practices, highlighting the need for further investigation.

Significance of the Study

This study is significant as it addresses the critical challenges faced by middle
school counselors in Lebanon within a context marked by prolonged economic crises,
political instability, and increasing mental health needs among students, particularly in
the aftermath of the 2024-2025 Israeli war. While gaps and deficiencies in Lebanon’s
school counseling system were previously identified by Ayyash-Abdo et al. (2010), the
severity and complexity of these challenges have intensified over the past decade,
underscoring the urgent need for updated research that reflects current realities within the

counseling sector in Lebanon.

The findings of this study may help inform the development of more
comprehensive and context-responsive school counseling programs that address students’
psychosocial needs. Research examining self-perceived problems among Lebanese public
high school students identified several key domains of concern, including social and
personal relationships, morals and religion, family and home life, curriculum and
teaching methods, future aspirations, school adjustment, and psychological well-being
(Sukariyah & Assaad, 2017). As these concerns fall within the scope of school
counseling. Understanding the barriers that counselors face in addressing such issues is
essential for designing targeted interventions that consider demographic factors such as

age, gender, and school context. In this regard, the study sheds light on school
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counselors’ perceptions of the effect of mental health stigma on counseling services. The
insights generated by this study may also raise awareness of the stigma surrounding

school counseling services.

From an academic perspective, this study contributes to the literature by
addressing a notable gap in research on school counseling in Lebanon. Previous studies
have primarily focused on perceptions of the school counselor’s role among students,
teachers, and principals (Hamzeh, 2008), role-related challenges experienced by
counselors (Yassen, 2013), and the effectiveness of school counselors from teachers’
perspectives (Merhi, 2020). However, limited research has explored the challenges
encountered by middle school counselors in the context of Lebanon’s ongoing crises,
with few updated studies since Saad’s (2012) work. By providing a contemporary
analysis, this study offers new insights that may contribute to discussions on improving

and standardizing school counseling practices in Lebanon.

Practically, the findings of this study may benefit school counselors, educators,
and policymakers by offering evidence-based insights that can guide efforts to enhance
counseling services, support professional recognition, and strengthen counselor training
programs. Additionally, the study may assist in promoting more integrated mental health
support systems within schools that involve both counselors and teachers to better address

students’ academic, social, and emotional needs.

At the societal level, strengthening school counseling services has the potential to
support student well-being, academic engagement, and school adjustment. Ultimately,
this research seeks to contribute to the broader discourse on establishing a more unified,

professional, and sustainable model of school counseling in Lebanon.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

This section presents role theory, counseling theories, the counselor's role
according to ASCA, the comprehensive school counseling model, the literature on the
factors that affect the effectiveness of school counseling, and the role of the school
counselor in Lebanon. In addition, it addresses the developmental needs of middle school
students, the effectiveness of counseling programs and explores the challenges faced by
school counselors both globally and within the Lebanese context.

Role Theory

As role theory posits, social roles are constituted by a set of expectations that
define individuals’ behavior within specific social contexts (Anglin et al., 2022; Zheng et
al., 2025). Within this framework, a role encompasses a structured pattern of behavioral
expectations associated with a particular social group or category, establishing the
appropriate and permissible behaviors for its members. Role theory assumes that roles
and their corresponding expectations are embedded within a broader social structure, tend
to be relatively stable, and guide both individual behavior and social responses toward
certain groups.

A central concept within role theory is role clarity, which refers to the extent to
which individuals understand their rights, responsibilities, expectations, and behavioral
norms associated with a given role (Jex et al., 1992). Individuals with high role clarity
possess a clear understanding of what is expected of them, how tasks should be

performed, and the anticipated outcomes of their role performance (Beehr, 1976; Rizzo et
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al., 1970). Accordingly, when leaders align their role expectations with those perceived
by employees, individuals are better able to interpret their roles accurately, resulting in
enhanced role clarity (Zheng et al., 2025).
Counseling theories

The counselling theories provide counsellors with a framework and various
techniques that can be used in counselling sessions and interventions. Applying
developmental, learning, counseling, and education theories is considered an essential
skill that is the basis of a school counselor’s professional orientation (ASCA,2025) Three
approaches will be explained due to their direct application for middle school students'
needs: the eclectic, the developmental, and the systemic approach.
The Systemic Eclectic Approach

The systemic eclectic model views each student as a dynamic system of three
interrelated dimensions, feelings (affective), thoughts and beliefs (cognitive), and actions
(behavioral),all of which interact continuously with one another and with the student’s
broader environment (family, peers, and physical setting). In this framework, the
counselor assesses where imbalances or deficits exist within that student—environment
system and then selects targeted interventions drawn from a range of therapies that best
address the identified needs. For example, cognitive strategies (like rational-emotive
techniques) may be used to correct distorted beliefs, affective methods (such as
client-centered or Gestalt exercises) to process emotions, or behavioral tools (like
modeling or conditioning) to shape actions. Interventions can also extend to family
therapy, group counseling, or environmental adjustments (e.g., classroom management,
recreational programs), depending on which subsystem requires support. Progress is
monitored by observing changes in both the student’s presenting issues and any new

concerns that emerge, and treatment continues until the student—environment system
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achieves a stable, functional equilibrium. This pragmatic, theory-agnostic stance
empowers counselors to flexibly integrate the best elements of multiple modalities,
tailoring their approach to each student’s unique profile and context (Cooper,1987). This
theory emphasizes the need for qualified trained counselors able to integrate different
approaches of counseling and demonstrate the importance of collaboration between
counselors and student full environment.

Developmental Approach:

Early adolescence is marked by shifting motivations and increased social
awareness, making it a critical period for informed decision-making (Rogers & Morgan,
2025). However, academic motivation often declines during this stage, especially at key
educational transitions like the move to middle or high school (Brule, 2021). In response,
school counselors must tailor their services to reflect the developmental needs of both
students and their families (Davis & Lambie, 2005). Understanding developmental
milestones is vital, as these influence how students perceive and respond to life events

(Jones, 2021).

In practice, applying a developmental systems approach can enhance how
counselors and other professionals identify student needs, particularly in areas such as
communication and motor development (McCarty & Miller, 2023). Developmental
theories offer a valuable foundation for creating effective, age-appropriate counseling
strategies. Theories by Piaget, Maslow, Vygotsky, Bronfenbrenner, Erikson, and Bandura
are frequently utilized to guide school counselors in fostering psychosocial growth and

supporting academic success during this formative stage (Jones, 2021).
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System Theories

According to the current European perspective, systemic therapy is a form of
psychotherapy that understands psychological symptoms within the broader context of
the social systems in which individuals live (Retzlaff et al., 2013). It emphasizes the
importance of interpersonal interactions, the co-construction of reality, and the cyclical
relationship between behavior and the social environment. This model incorporates not
only the individual but also family members, educators, peers, and other key figures
directly or indirectly through systemic techniques such as questioning and hypothesizing.
Significantly, it values the client’s own views, strengths, and preferred solutions (Sydow
et al., 2010). Davis & Lambie (2005) highlight that a collaborative, systemic approach
allows counselors to work with other school-based professionals to support parental and
caregiver involvement in the lives of middle school students. This framework is
particularly applicable to middle school counselors, who must navigate the complexities
of students’ developmental needs in collaboration with their social environments. By
engaging key stakeholders and focusing on relationship dynamics, systemic therapy
equips counselors to address not only individual issues, but also the systemic factors that

contribute to them.

In this study, systemic theory provides a lens to understanding the challenges
middle school counselors face, such as limited collaboration with parents, teachers, or
administrators, as a major challenge affecting counseling services and highlights
strategies they may employ, including stakeholder engagement and leveraging students’

strengths.
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Comprehensive School Counseling Model
According to the ASCA national model, school counselors are expected to plan and
deliver comprehensive school counseling programs (CSCP) to promote student
achievement. Comprehensive School Counseling (CSCP) programs are designed to be
comprehensive in scope, preventive in design, and developmental in nature. According to
the ASCA National Model: A Framework for School Counseling Programs, these
programs unite school counselors under a shared vision and mission focused on

| improving student achievement and supporting holistic development. A CSC program is
an integral part of the school’s mission, driven by student data to ensure equitable access
to a rigorous education for all students. These programs identify the specific knowledge,
skills, and attitudes students should acquire throughout K—12, and they are delivered
systematically to every student. The framework of a CSC program consists of four
components: foundation (defining student outcomes, competencies, and professional
standards), management (using organizational tools and assessments that reflect school
needs), delivery (providing direct and indirect services in collaboration with students,
families, and stakeholders), and accountability (evaluating program outcomes through
measurable data). ASCA emphasizes that CSC programs should include a
developmentally appropriate curriculum based on the ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors for
Student Success, use data-informed decision making to close achievement and
opportunity gaps, and ultimately result in improved student achievement and post-
secondary readiness. These programs must be implemented by credentialed school
counselors and supported with adequate resources to be effective. (American School

Counselor Association [ASCA], 2017).
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Relevance of the Theoretical Frameworks and the ASCA Model to the Study

The theoretical frameworks and the ASCA National Model adopted in this study
were selected because they directly support the interpretation of the research questions
and findings related to the challenges faced by school counselors and the strategies used
to improve counseling effectiveness. Role Theory helps explain how role ambiguity, role
conflict, and unclear professional expectations can negatively affect the effectiveness of
school counseling services and counselors’ professional functioning. The Eclectic
Approach supports the idea that school counselors need to use multiple counseling
techniques and intervention methods to respond effectively to the complexity and
diversity of students’ cases and needs. In addition, the Systemic Approach emphasizes
that effective counseling cannot occur in isolation, but rather requires collaboration
among counselors, teachers, administrators, parents, and the broader school community.
The Developmental Approach was also important to this study because middle school
students experience significant developmental, emotional, social, and behavioral changes
during adolescence. This stage is characterized by hormonal changes, identity formation,
personality development, and increased emotional sensitivity, making school counseling
particularly important in supporting students’ adjustment, wellbeing, and overall
development. Finally, the American School Counselor Association National Model was
used as an international professional framework that outlines the expected roles,
responsibilities, and working conditions necessary for effective school counseling
programs. Together, these frameworks provided a conceptual foundation for
understanding both the internal and external factors influencing counseling practice in
Lebanese schools. The relationship between these theoretical frameworks, the ASCA

National Model, and the study’s research questions is illustrated in Figure 1 below.
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ROLE THEORY
(Role ambiguity & role conflict)

When roles and expectations are unclear,

counselors experience role ambiguity and

role conflict, which increase stress and
reduce counseling effectiveness.
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G} IMPACT ON SCHOOL COUNSELING EFFECTIVENESS

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework: How Theoretical Frameworks and the ASCA National
Model Explain the Challenges Affecting School Counseling Effectiveness.

Factors Contributing to the Overall Effectiveness of the Counseling Profession

(According to ASCA)

According to the American School Counselor Association (ASCA, 2021),
effective school counseling programs are grounded in the implementation of a
comprehensive, standards-based framework aligned with the ASCA Student Standards:
Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success. These standards outline the attitudes,
knowledge, and skills that school counseling programs are designed to promote in

students across academic, career, and social/emotional domains.

ASCA emphasizes that school counselors play a central role in delivering these
standards through direct and indirect services, including classroom instruction, individual

and group counseling, appraisal and advisement, referrals, and collaboration with
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families, educators, and community partners (ASCA, 2019). In addition, ASCA
highlights the importance of a strong professional foundation, which includes adherence
to ethical and legal standards, application of counseling and educational theories,
engagement in ongoing professional development, cultural responsiveness, and advocacy

for equitable student outcomes.

Furthermore, ASCA identifies program planning, use of data, and accountability
as essential components of effective practice. School counselors are expected to align
their programs with school missions, analyze data to identify and address achievement
gaps, evaluate program outcomes, manage their time effectively, and participate in
program assessment and advisory processes (ASCA, 2019). Collectively, these
components define the structural and professional conditions under which school

counseling programs are designed to function effectively.

Research-Based Facilitators of Effective Counseling Programs
In addition to ASCA’s framework, research highlights several structural and contextual
factors that strengthen counseling programs. One critical facilitator is having clear role
descriptions that emphasize the developmental, preventative, and holistic nature of
counseling, which allows counselors to focus on their primary mission rather thaﬂ
administrative tasks (Morshed & Carey, 2020; Gruman et al., 2013). A manageable
caseload is also essential as assigning too many students to one counselor significantly
limits the individualized support students receive (Brown, 2018). According to the
ASCA, the manageable ratio is 1 counselor for 250 students.

Adequate time, resources, and comprehensive program structures further enhance
effectiveness. When these are available, schools see improvements in academic

achievement, higher enrollment in challenging courses, increased use of career plans, and
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a more positive school climate (Arfasa & Weldmeskel, 2020). A well-defined
professional identity also plays an important role, boosting counselors’ confidence,
commitment, self-efficacy, and job satisfaction, while reducing burnout (Walker, 2015;
Harrison, 2022). Formally distinguishing counselors’ responsibilities from those of
teachers and recognizing their contributions reinforces their professional standing and
keeps them connected to the school community (Harrison, 2019; Alves & Gazzola, 2011;
Lambie et al., 2019).

Another crucial factor is ongoing professional development. Exploring
counselors’ perceptions of their work helps determine the most relevant training needs,
aligning professional learning opportunities with program goals (Peterson, 2019). Finally,
collaboration and supportive leadership are key to successful implementation. Close
relationships with teachers and principals enable early identification of student needs and
timely interventions (Merhi Bleik, 2020). Workshops and trainings led by counselors help
educate teachers and parents, fostering shared responsibility for students’ growth
(Khansa, 2015; Walker, 2015). When principals trust and support counselors, they are
more likely to include them in policy decisions and reduce their clerical duties, allowing
more time for direct student services (David, 2019; Dodson, 2009; Leuwerke et al.,
2009).

The Role of School Counselors according to ASCA

According to the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) (2025), School
counselors play a vital role in designing, implementing, and evaluating school counseling
programs that promote students’ academic, social/emotional, and career development.
They deliver direct services, including individual and group counseling, classroom

instruction, and appraisal/advisement, as well as indirect services, such as collaboration,
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consultation, and referrals. School counselors oversee their programs by ensuring that
counseling services align with professional frameworks, such as the ASCA Student
Standards, which aim to promote students’ academic, career, and social-emotional
development. Rather than teaching the standards explicitly, counselors facilitate
opportunities for students to develop the competencies, skills, and attitudes outlined in
these standards through classroom guidance lessons, individual and group counseling,
and preventive interventions. In addition, school counselors are responsible for
identifying and addressing achievement gaps, strategically planning and monitoring the
use of their time, and educating stakeholders about the purpose and value of the school

counseling program.

An essential aspect of their role involves using data to identify student needs and
monitor progress, considering achievement results, attendance, discipline records,
systemic barriers, and feedback from students, families, staff, and community partners.
Additionally, school counselors consistently evaluate both their professional
compeféncies and the overall counseling program to ensure it effectively promotes
equitable access, prepares students for life-readiness, and supports academic achievement
for all learners. In their work as leaders and advocates, they collaborate with stakeholders
to address policies, practices, and traditions that may create barriers to learning, to
provide every student with the opportunity to reach their highest potential. Research
supports that school counseling programs, when delivered with fidelity to the ASCA
National Model, have a measurable, positive impact on student achievement and school

climate (ASCA, 2019).
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The Role of Middle School Counselors

School counseling services are delivered in various forms depending on grade
level. Middle school represents a critical developmental period during which students
face unique socio-emotional, behavioral, and personality changes, and academic
challenges. These years require consistent transitional support to help students navigate
the shift from childhood to early adolescence (Thomason et al., 2018). Counselors must
consider developmental differences when addressing the socio-emotional needs of young
adolescents, as this stage is marked by rapid physical, cognitive, and emotional changes,
the formation of identity, increasing independence, and more complex social interactions

(Hunter, 2020).

According to the American School Counselor Association (ASCA, 2019), middle
school students often struggle with self-regulation, peer pressure, academic stress, and the
adjustment to adolescence. These challenges highlight the need for targeted support
systems, which school counselors are uniquely trained to provide. Effective counseling
services in middle schools adopt a comprehensive approach, integrating academic, career,
and social/emotional domains. Counselors deliver classroom lessons based on the
developmental theories about decision-making, goal setting, conflict resolution, and
coping strategies, supporting students’ present needs and preparing them for future
academic and personal success (ASCA, 2019). Additionally, counselors identify at-risk
students early and implement interventions to prevent the escalation of behavioral or
academic difficulties (ASCA, 2019). The role of middle school counselor is very
important and have a positive impact on students. Research confirms the positive impact
of school counseling programs during this stage. For instance, Falco, Summers, and

Bauman (2010) found that a middle school counseling intervention significantly
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improved students’ motivation, self-efficacy, and confidence in mathematics compared to
a control group. Similarly, Lemberger-Truelove et al. (2021) reported that a combined
social-emotional learning and mindfulness-based intervention, delivered by school
counselors, enhanced students’ stress tolerance, social curiosity, executive functioning
(e.g., planning, task monitoring, shifting attention), and academic achievement across
core subjects such as mathematics, science, English, and social studies. Despite research-
based agreement about the positive role of middle school counselors, not all perspectives
on school-based counseling programs are uniformly positive. In Lebanon, a case study
done by Merhi Bleik (2020) examining teachers’ perceptions about the effectiveness of
the counseling service found that some teachers felt “left ‘in the dark” when it came to the
service” (p. 6). This suggests a need for improved communication and collaboration
between counselors and teaching staff to maximize the effectiveness of counseling

programs.

The Role of School Counselors in Lebanon

The role of school counselors in Lebanon remains underdeveloped and
inconsistently implemented across schools. The Lebanese law doesn’t formally define the
role of a counselor, but the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) has
developed a reference manual outlining training materials that adopt a developmental and
preventive approach to school counseling (Hamzeh, 2008). These guidelines describe
tasks such as individual and group counseling, consultation, program coordination, parent
meetings, classroom activities, and supervision. They are modeled on the Developmental
Guidance and Counseling Program for Texas Public Schools (2004), which organizes
counselor responsibilities into four domains: guidance curriculum, responsive services,

individual planning, and system support (ASCA, 2008). a study done by Ayyash-Abdo
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et al,(2010) revealed that public school counselor apply a developmental approach and
some counseling activities but still need training in individual counseling skills, crisis
intervention, and in developing a counseling curriculum. counselors in public schools
often serve as the sole professional responsible for entire schools, resulting in caseloads
nearly three times larger than recommended. Moreover, they are frequently assigned
administrative and non-counseling tasks, and their work is often reactive, limited to crises
(Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; Merhi Bleik, 2020). This situation raises concerns given the
increasing psychosocial pressures on students amid Lebanon’s economic and social
challenges. Full-time and permanent counselor presence is therefore considered necessary
to provide adequate support for students’ psychological, emotional, and behavioral

development (Anbaa Online, 2022).

In private schools, only remedial function of counseling with preventive and
developmental approaches are absent(Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010). More recent studies
revealed that some private schools, particularly International Baccalaureate (IB)
institutions, have made progress in developing counseling programs, but many schools
continue to provide limited services, primarily focusing on behavioral support and crisis

intervention (Hamzeh, 2024).

The provision of counseling services varies widely across private schools, Some
institutions have developed comprehensive programs aligned with international standards,
offering proactive support across academic, social/emotional, and career domains. Other
schools, however, maintain minimal counseling services focused mainly on behavioral
issues or crisis management(Hamzeh,2024) This inconsistency highlights the need for a

more standardized implementation of counseling programs across both public and private
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schools in Lebanon to ensure equitable access to developmental, preventive, and

supportive services for all students.

Challenges Faced by School Counselors

Global Context: Western and Eastern Perspectives

Internationally, school counselors play a crucial role in shaping students'
academic, career, and emotional development, particularly during adolescence. However,
global studies have consistently identified a range of challenges that hinder counselors’
effectiveness across educational systems. In countries such as the United States, although
the school counseling profession has become more professionalized, with counselors’
roles clearly defined (Lambie & Williamson, 2004; Jurekovic, 2019), but still facing
challenges. According to the 2025 School Counselor Report by YouScience (2025),
school counselors in the United States face several persistent challenges, including heavy
caseloads that exceed recommended ratios, increasing demands to support student mental
health, extensive administrative responsibilities that limit time for direct counseling work,
and constraints on their ability to provide individualized student support due to limited
time and resources. Over 56% of counselors surveyed reported caseloads exceeding 300
students, undermining their ability to provide individualized services. In addition, 73%
identified mental health concerns as one of the most time-consuming and complex

aspects of their work.

In contrast, across East and Southeast Asia, the profession is less uniform and
largely shaped by context, with responsibilities ranging from social-emotional and career
guidance in Singapore, to personality development and discipline in Malaysia, and

primarily career counseling in the Philippines and Thailand. A further challenge in the
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region is the frequent overlap between counseling and teaching, where guidance is often
associated with discipline, insufficient training, as well as the mismatch between official
job descriptions and the actual duties counselors perform, many of which extend beyond
counseling due to limited resources, weak institutional understanding, and the
marginalized positions counselors often occupy, which restrict their influence on policy

and practice and weaken their professional identity(Harrison, 2022).

These concerns reflect a broader global struggle to establish counseling as a core
component of student development rather than a supplementary service. In Nigeria,
Ifeagachukwu and Audu (2021) found that public school counselors are burdened by
large student numbers, under-resourced facilities, poor administrative support, lack of
training and retraining, and a general undervaluation of the counseling profession. These
structural constraints significantly impact the quality of services counselors can provide.
The study further notes a lack of awareness about the counselor's role, making it difficult

for school stakeholders to collaborate effectively with counseling services.

These international studies collectively emphasize the systemic, structural, and
role-related challenges counselors face in both developed and developing countries. They
highlight the global need for reform in the recognition, training, and support of school-

based counselors.

The Lebanese Context: Facilitators and Challenges

Facilitators: Shifting Perceptions and Emerging Supports

Although school counseling in Lebanon has historically been associated with
stigma and limited integration within the education system, recent evidence suggests a

gradual shift in attitudes toward the profession. Khansa (2015) noted a decline in
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resistance to school counseling in recent years, a change that may be linked to the
cumulative psychological impact of war, political instability, and prolonged social
stressors, which have heightened awareness of children’s mental health needs. In line
with global trends, counseling is increasingly recognized as a valuable component of
school systems, with some countries mandating the presence of school counselors

through educational policy (Khansa, 2015).

Encouragingly, trained counselors themselves report positive professional
experiences that facilitate effective practice. Ayyash-Abdo et al. (2010) found that public
school counselors undergoing training identified several sources of professional
satisfaction, including supportive parents, cooperative school administrations, positive
student attitudes, and the ability to meet students’ needs and make a meaningful
difference in their lives. These factors contribute to increased job satisfaction and may

enhance counselors’ effectiveness.

Teachers’ perceptions also play a critical role in facilitating school counseling
services. Merhi Bleik (2020), in a case study of a private school in Beirut, found that
elementary teachers who were most engaged with the counseling program contributed
significantly to its strengths. However, many teachers reported being “left in the dark”
regarding the nature of counseling services, referral processes, and outcomes, indicating a
need for improved communication and collaboration. Similarly, Hamzeh (2024) reported
generally positive perceptions among elementary teachers and school counselors in
International Baccalaureate (IB) private schools, where teachers viewed counselors as a
bridge connecting different components of the school and frequently consulted them

regarding students’ academic and socio-emotional needs.
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Interview findings further highlight counselors’ resilience and commitment despite
ongoing challenges. School counselors demonstrated strong dedication to their students
by maintaining supportive relationships and creatively adapting their practices to fulfill

their professional roles under difficult conditions (Jaber & Al-Hroub, 2023).

Challenges of Counselors in Lebanon

Systemic and Institutional Challenges

There is no legal basis for the Directorate of Guidance and Counseling, as the
appointment of the Director of Guidance was not preceded by the issuance of any legal
text establishing the Directorate and defining its duties, powers, and staffing structure up
to this date. IMLEBAON,2019). School counseling in Lebanon has not yet been fully
integrated into the educational system, despite its growing global recognition (Jaber &
Al-Hroub, 2023). The absence of clear national policies, standardized frameworks, and
legal definitions of the counselor’s role has resulted in inconsistent implementation across
both public and private schools (Khansa, 2015; Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020).
Although Law No. 8/2017 specifies that school counselors should possess a master’s
degree in counseling or educational psychology, it does not obligate schools to appoint
counselors, leading to uneven availability of counseling services across schools

(Mansour, Mashmoushi, & Akoury-Dirani, 2023).

Counselors often report insufficient administrative support, lack of dedicated
counseling spaces, limited access to culturally adapted assessment tools, and weak
institutional recognition of counseling as an essential service (Ayyash—Abdo et al., 2010;
Saad, 2012). In public schools, these challenges are compounded by excessive caseloads
and the assignment of counselors to non-counseling duties, such as administrative

reporting or coordination of standardized assessments, which restricts their ability to
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provide student-centered services (Merhi Bleik, 2020; IMLebanon, 2019). In private
schools, although resources may be relatively better, counseling services vary widely,
ranging from comprehensive programs to crisis- and behavior-focused interventions only,

reflecting the absence of system-level accountability and monitoring mechanisms

(Hamzeh, 2024)

Professional Development and Training Challenges

Professional preparation and ongoing development remain significant challenges for
school counselors in Lebanon. Counselors’ qualifications are highly diverse, and many
have not received specialized training in school counseling, reflecting broader gaps in
professional preparation programs (Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020). Prior to 2017, the
limited availability of specialized counseling degrees—particularly in public
universities—contributed to a shortage of adequately trained professionals (Ayyash-Abdo
et al., 2010). Although counseling programs were later introduced in selected universities,
graduates, particularly from private institutions, continue to face challenges related to

degree equivalency and professional recognition.

In addition, academic curricula are not standardized across universities, and training
objectives and course content are not consistently aligned. This lack of consistency
creates discrepancies among graduates and between their preparation and the demands of
the field. Consequently, professional roles and responsibilities are often shaped by
individual school contexts rather than guided by a unified and standardized framework

(Dirani, 2023).

The lack of structured supervision, limited access to continuous professional

development, and insufficient training in emerging areas—such as technology-based
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counseling—further undermine counselors’ confidence and effectiveness (Jaber & Al-
Hroub, 2023; Assaad, 2025). During the shift to virtual counseling, counselors reported
that inadequate training, the absence of secure digital platforms, and unclear privacy
protocols significantly compromised service quality and professional efficacy (Jaber &

Al-Hroub, 2023).

Furthermore, research indicates that counselors often rely on self-directed learning,
including extensive reading and independent research, to develop the skills needed to
manage complex cases and high-risk student behaviors. This reliance reflects the limited
availability of formal training opportunities and highlights the gap between professional

preparation and practical demands in school settings (El Zein, 2014).

Workload, Role Conflict, and Role Ambiguity Challenges

Role conflict and role ambiguity are among the most consistently documented
challenges facing school counselors in Lebanon. Research indicates that counselors are
frequently perceived as disciplinarians or marginal staff rather than as trained mental
health and academic professionals (Saad, 2012; Ayyash—Abdo et al., 2010; Assaad,
2025). School administrators often assign counselors responsibilities that fall outside the
scope of professional counseling, resulting in blurred boundaries and confusion regarding

counselors’ roles and responsibilities (Yassen,2013).

These challenges are further intensified by excessive workloads and unfavorable
counselor-to-student ratios, particularly in public schools, which increase occupational
stress and limit service effectiveness (Ayyash—Abdo et al., 2010). Yassen (2013)
identified a significant negative relationship between role-related stress and job

satisfaction among Lebanese school counselors, suggesting that persistent role ambiguity
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and conflicting responsibilities undermine both counselor well-being and the quality of

counseling services.

More recently, Hamzeh (2024) emphasized that the absence of clear, standardized
guidelines defining the school counselor’s role makes it difficult for counselors to fully
understand their professional responsibilities and to engage in systematic personal and
professional growth. This lack of clarity also restricts counselors’ ability to develop
structured action plans, further limiting the effectiveness and consistency of counseling

practices across schools.

Stakeholder-Related Challenges (Students, Parents, Teachers, and

Administration)

Differences in how stakeholders perceive the counselor’s role further complicate
counseling practice in Lebanon. Research has shown that students, parents, teachers, and
administrators often hold inconsistent or limited understandings of counseling services,
leading to reduced collaboration, confidentiality concerns, and weakened trust (Saad,
2012; Hamzeh, 2008; El Zein, 2014). Counseling is frequently viewed as an optional or

secondary service rather than as an integral component of student development.

Generational differences among school staff also contribute to these challenges.
Khansa (2015) observed that while younger teachers tend to be more accepting of
counseling services, more experienced staff often maintain outdated perceptions,
reinforcing internal resistance and role conflict. Additionally, counseling services remain
disproportionately concentrated in Beirut, leaving schools in peripheral regions
underserved and reflecting broader educational inequities (Abdul-Hamid & Yassine,

2020).
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Lebanese parents' low problem recognition serves as a primary barrier to child mental
health service uptake, compounded by public stigma, internalized denial, and treatment
stigma (Hanna, 2023). Among 243 parents surveyed, parental recognition of child mental
health difficulties emerged as the strongest predictor of positive help-seeking attitudes,

outperforming sociodemographic factors such as income and health insurance availability

Overall, the literature reveals that school counselors in Lebanon face multiple
systemic, institutional, and professional challenges, including unclear role definitions,
excessive workloads, insufficient training, weak policy enforcement, and limited
stakeholder collaboration. While existing research has documented these structural and
contextual barriers, there remains limited empirical evidence exploring how these
challenges are experienced specifically by middle school counselors in Beirut,
particularly within English-language public and private schools. Moreover, although
challenges have been identified, fewer studies have examined the strategies counselors
employ to navigate these difficulties and enhance their professional effectiveness.
Therefore, this study seeks to address this gap by investigating both the challenges
encountered by middle school counselors and the strategies they propose to overcome
these barriers, directly aligning with the research questions and the overall purpose of the

study.

Research-Based Recommendations to Increase the Effectiveness of School

Counseling in Lebanon

The literature provides several recommendations to strengthen school counseling in

Lebanon:
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Policy Development and Legal Regulation

Studies highlight the need for formal policies and legislation to regulate school
counseling services (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010). The Ministry of Education and Higher
Education (MOE) should establish a comprehensive counseling policy, define licensing
and professional standards, and support the creation of a counseling syndicate or
professional association to ensure quality, continuing education, and ethical practice.
Expanding regulations to allow school-based psychologists in public schools is also

recommended (Dirani, 2023; Assaad,2025).

Clarification of Roles and Professional Identity

Research stresses the importance of clearly defining counselors’ roles to
enhance program effectiveness (Harrison, 2022; Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010).
Recommendations include implementing a structured school counseling curriculum
(Merhi Bleik, 2020), raising teacher awareness of counselors’ professional boundaries
(Hamzeh,2024), and promoting collaboration between teachers and counselors to support

student development.

Increasing Human Resources and Institutional Support

Several studies call for expanding the number of counselors to meet students’
psychosocial and career needs (Ghanem, 2020). Allocating adequate time for counseling
sessions, career guidance, and professional development is essential. Ensuring access to
institutional support, resources, and time for rest and renewal can prevent burnout and

maintain service quality (Jaber & Al-Hroub, 2023).
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Training, Professional Preparation, and Capacity Building

Strengthening counselor training is critical for supporting students’ social-
emotional needs and implementing structured career guidance programs (ASCA, 2012;
Elzein, 2014; Ghanem, 2020). Higher education institutions should align preparation

programs with field demands to enhance counselor competence (Ayyash-Abdo et al.,

2010; Assaad,2025).
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

This study aimed to answer the following research questions: (1) What challenges
are faced by middle school counselors in Lebanon? and (2) What strategies do counselors

propose or implement to overcome these challenges?

Accordingly, this chapter presents research design, participant selection, and data
collection instruments. It then outlines the data collection and data analysis procedures,
followed by a discussion of the methodological limitations and ethical considerations of

the study

Philosophical Worldview

This study is grounded in a pragmatic philosophical worldview, which supports
the use of multiple methods to address complex real-world problems. In line with
pragmatism, the study prioritizes practical outcomes by integrating both quantitative and
qualitative approaches to develop a comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced
by school counselors in public and private middle schools. This perspective aligns with
the view that the value of a research method lies in its ability to effectively address the
research questions (Love, Fettig, & Steed, 2023).

Research Design

This study employed a sequential mixed methods design to address the research
questions. The use of a sequential mixed-methods approach was intended to enhance the
comprehensiveness and trustworthiness of the findings by integrating both quantitative

and qualitative data (Berri & Al-Hroub, 2016).
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The study was conducted in two phases. The quantitative phase involved data collection
through a survey administered to school counselors. The survey data were analyzed using
statistical methods to identify patterns and levels of perceived challenges. The findings

from this phase informed the development of the qualitative phase.

The qualitative phase consisted of semi-structured interviews and open-ended survey
responses. These data were analyzed using thematic analysis to explore counselors’

experiences in greater depth and to identify strategies used to address challenges.

The overall purpose of this sequential design was to use qualitative findings to provide a
deeper explanation and interpretation of the quantitative results. By connecting both
phases, the study aimed to generate a comprehensive understanding of the challenges
faced by school counselors and the strategies they employ to overcome them (Creswell &

Creswell, 2018; Love et al., 2023).

Challenges and Considerations in Research Design

While a mixed-methods design provides a comprehensive understanding of the

research problem, it also presents several challenges.

First, this approach is time- and resource-intensive, as it requires the collection and
analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. Managing these two phases demands

careful planning and organization.

Second, integrating data from different sources can be complex. Ensuring that findings
from both quantitative and qualitative phases complement each other requires rigorous

methodological alignment.
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Third, the researcher must demonstrate proficiency in both quantitative and qualitative

analysis techniques, which increases the methodological demands of the study.

Finally, the use of mail-based surveys, although cost-effective and inclusive, may result

in lower response rates and longer data collection periods compared to digital methods.

Despite these challenges, the explanatory sequential mixed-methods design is
justified by its ability to provide a more comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the

challenges faced by school counselors (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).

Intended Population and Sampling

The target population of this study consists of Lebanese public and private schools
in the Greater Beirut area that offer a middle school cycle, follow the English-language
system, and have full-time school counselors on board. Beirut was selected as the study
setting due to its central role as an educational hub and its high concentration of schools
and universities (UN-Habitat, 2021). In addition, previous research on school counseling
in Lebanon has predominantly focused on counselors working in Beirut and its
surrounding areas (e.g., Jaber & Al-Hroub, 2023; Yassen, 2013). The inclusion of full-
time counselors was intentional, as their continuous presence allows for a more
comprehensive understanding of counseling challenges within the school context.
Schools following the English-language system were selected to facilitate communication
during data collection and because counseling services in these settings are more likely to

follow a structured school counseling model.

A purposive sampling procedure was employed for the quantitative component of

the study to select schools that met the specified inclusion criteria: Located in the Greater
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Beirut area; have a middle school cycle; follow the English-language system and are
served by full-time school counselors. These counselors were eligible to complete the
survey. For the qualitative component, a voluntary response sampling approach was used,
whereby counselors who agreed to participate in follow-up interviews were selected to

provide in-depth insights.

For public schools, approval was obtained from the Ministry of Education and
Higher Education (MEHE), and coordination was established with the Counseling and
Guidance Department to identify eligible counselors in the Beirut area. According to
official records, four counselors are assigned to this region. Although these counselors
rotate across multiple schools, they are formally designated as full-time counselors within

the public school system. All four counselors agreed to participate in the study.

For private schools, a list of English-language middle schools in Beirut was
compiled based on MEHE records. As no centralized database was available regarding
the presence of school counselors, individual school websites were reviewed, and direct
communication (emails and phone calls) was conducted to confirm the availability of
counseling services. Schools meeting the inclusion criteria were contacted via email,
phone, and, in some cases, personal visits. Of the twenty eligible schools identified,

sixteen agreed to participate in the study (18 counselors) (Appendix 1).

Data Collection: Tools and Procedures

Tools

The data collection tools used in this study included a survey for middle school
counselors and a semi-structured interview for counselors who agreed to participate (see

Appendix 2 and Appendix 3).
51



The survey consisted of three parts. The first part collected general background
information, including school type, years of experience, educational background, grade
levels served, and counselor caseload. The second part included 24 items measured on a
five-point Likert scale to assess the challenges faced by school counselors, with responses
ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). These items were organized into
four domains selected on the basis of the literature review, which identified the main

areas affecting school counselors’ effectiveness.

Domain 1, Institutional and Administrative Challenges, was included because the
literature consistently identifies institutional and administrative barriers, such as lack of
formal policy, weak institutional support, and ambiguous role legitimacy, as central
challenges affecting school counseling practice (e.g., Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; Dirani,
2023; Khansa, 2015). Domain 2, Professional Development and Supervision Challenges,
reflects findings that training, supervision, and professional development are key factors
in counselors’ effectiveness and professional wellbeing (e.g., Assaad, 2025; Merhi Bleik,
2020; Khansa, 2015). Domain 3, Workload and Role Conflict Challenges, is grounded in
studies that document heavy workloads, role ambiguity, and conflicting duties as major
constraints on school-based counseling (e.g., Merhi Bleik, 2020; Khansa, 2015; Dirani,
2023). Domain 4, Stakeholder and Client-Related Challenges, aligns with research
showing that stakeholder awareness, collaboration, and parental engagement are
persistent barriers to effective counseling in schools (e.g., Khansa, 2015; Merhi Bleik,

2020; Hamzeh, 2008).

The third part of the survey consisted of open-ended questions addressing additional
challenges not captured in the closed-ended items, strategies to enhance collaboration

among counselors, parents, and students, and types of support that may improve
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counseling effectiveness. Participants were also given the opportunity to provide
additional comments. At the end of the survey, counselors were asked whether they were

willing to participate in a follow-up interview.

The interview protocol was developed based on the survey findings and the
literature review in order to explore selected issues in greater depth and obtain additional
insights into the challenges faced by school counselors and the strategies they use to
address them. The interview consisted of two main parts: (a) strategies used by
counselors to overcome challenges, and (b) a deeper exploration of selected challenges
identified in the survey. The questions were open-ended and supported by guiding

prompts to facilitate discussion.

Two language versions of the interview were prepared. The English version was used
with counselors in private schools, while the Arabic version was used with counselors in

public schools to ensure clarity and ease of communication.

Pilot Study

A pilot study was conducted to assess the clarity, relevance, and appropriateness
of both the questionnaire and the interview guide. The questionnaire was piloted in two
private schools in south, not included in the main sample, where participants provided
feedback on item clarity and wording. Based on this feedback, minor revisions were

made, including clarifying certain terms like caseloads and adjusting item phrasing.

For public schools, the Arabic version of the questionnaire was reviewed by the Director
of the Guidance and Counseling Department and his team at the MEHE to ensure
linguistic accuracy and contextual appropriateness (see Appendix 4). Modifications

included adapting specific professional terminology while translating, like "5 5 4a 5«
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instead of s 5 <", removing non-applicable items related to caseload, as public
schools have counselors responsible for multiple schools, and refining wording issues for

clarity.

A pilot interview was conducted with one counselor to evaluate the clarity,
structure, time, and sequencing of the interview questions. Based on this process, minor
adjustments were made, including reducing overlapping and repetition and improving
question flow. Similarly, the Arabic version of the interview guide was reviewed by the
Director of the Guidance and Counseling Department and his team to ensure clarity and
contextual appropriateness. Minor modifications were made related to translation issues.
These revisions contributed to enhancing the clarity and appropriateness of the

instruments prior to data collection.

Validity of the Instrument

Content and face validity were established through expert review conducted by
the research advisor and the Guidance and Counseling Department at the Ministry of
Education and Higher Education (MEHE). In addition, pilot testing of both the survey
and interview protocols was conducted with counselors who were not included in the
study sample. Feedback obtained from both the expert reviewers and pilot participants
contributed to refining the clarity, relevance, appropriateness, and comprehensibility of

the research instruments.

Reliability

Reliability of the instrument was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha to evaluate the

internal consistency of the questionnaire. Given that the instrument includes multiple
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domains assessing different aspects of counseling practice, it is not unidimensional;

therefore, reliability was examined at the domain level (see Table 2).

Table 1

Internal Consistency Reliability Coefficients (Cronbach's Alpha) for Study Domains

Domain Items  Alpha Interpretation
Domain 1: Institutional & Administrative Support 5 0.726 Acceptable
Domain 2: Professional Development & Supervision 8 0.841 Good
Domain 3: Workload & Role Conflict 3 0.642  Questionable

Domain 4: Stakeholder & Client-Related
8 0.853 Good
Collaboration

Note. a > .70 is considered acceptable for social science research (Nunnally &

Bernstein, 1994).

The results indicated that most domains demonstrated acceptable to good
reliability. Domain 1 (Institutional and Administrative Support), which included 5 items,
showed acceptable internal consistency (o = .73). Domain 2 (Professional Development
and Supervision), which included 8 items, demonstrated good reliability (o = .84).
Domain 3 (Workload and Role Conflict), which included 3 items, yielded a lower
reliability coefficient (o = .64), indicating moderate internal consistency, which may be

influenced by the small number of items in this domain. Domain 4 (Stakeholder and
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Client-Related Collaboration), which included 8 items, showed good internal consistency

(0= .85).

Data Collection Procedures

A total of sixteen private schools (18 counselors) and four counselors from public

schools in the Beirut area agreed to participate in the study.

For private schools, participating schools were asked to sign a formal invitation letter,
either via official email or through personal visits, to approve participation and allow
direct contact with counselors (Appendix 5). The consent form and questionnaire were
then sent to counselors through their official school email addresses. In some cases, the
researcher conducted personal visits to provide clarification, distribute hard copies of the
questionnaire, and later collect completed responses. Counselors were given fifteen days
to complete the survey, with extensions granted upon request. For public schools, contact
information for the four counselors was obtained through the Guidance and Counseling

Office. The consent form and survey were sent via email and WhatsApp for completion.

Throughout the data collection period, the researcher-maintained follow-up
communication with participants to provide clarification and support as needed.

Counselors were also asked to confirm survey completion via email.

Following the analysis of the survey data, the semi-structured interview protocol
was developed based on the findings. The interview questions were reviewed by the
research advisor and revised to ensure alignment with the research questions and
appropriateness in scope. A total of nine counselors initially agreed to participate in the

interviews; however, only eight completed them, including six from private schools and
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two from public schools, as one participant did not respond to follow-up contact. All

participants provided informed consent prior to participation.

Due to the war situation and school closures, interviews were conducted online using
Zoom and WhatsApp while ensuring confidentiality. The interviews were recorded using
a digital recorder and zoom meeting recording options and saved on file on the researcher
computer. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes and was conducted by the

researcher, who guided the discussion and maintained focus on the research objectives.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data was entered into and analyzed using the IBM SPSS Statistics
program, with the assistance of a research consultant. Descriptive statistics, including
frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, were calculated to summarize

counselors’ responses and identify patterns and levels of perceived challenges.

Qualitative data from the open-ended questionnaire responses and semi-structured
interviews (n = 8) were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis approach. Of the 22
survey respondents, 18 provided codable responses, while four responses were excluded
prior to analysis due to being blank, non-responsive, or not relevant to the research

question.

Responses submitted in Arabic (n = 2) were translated into English to ensure accuracy
and consistency of meaning. Semantic equivalence was prioritized over literal translation,
and the original Arabic responses were retained alongside the translated versions to

ensure transparency. To enhance the reliability of the translation process, the translated
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responses were reviewed by a professional translator, and no modifications were made to

the original meaning.

All interview data were transcribed verbatim by the researcher. The qualitative
data were analyzed through an iterative inductive process following the thematic analysis
approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), in which meaning units were identified
and assigned descriptive codes. These codes were subsequently grouped into subthemes
and overarching themes based on patterns emerging from the data. This process enabled
the identification of recurring patterns within the data and the development of meaningful
relationships between codes, subthemes, and overarching themes. To enhance clarity in

99 ¢¢

reporting qualitative findings, frequency terms such as “few,” “several,” and “most” were
used to indicate the prevalence of responses across participants. These terms were used
consistently to reflect the relative occurrence of themes without relying on exact
numerical counts. In addition, to enhance the reliability of the coding process, a second

research assistant independently reviewed a subset of the data. Discrepancies were

discussed and resolved through consensus to ensure consistency in the coding process.

Together, the quantitative and qualitative analyses provided a comprehensive
understanding of the research questions by integrating statistical patterns with in-depth

qualitative insights.

Methodological Limitations

This study is subject to certain methodological limitations. Data were collected
through self-report measures, which may be subject to response bias. In addition, the

study was conducted during a period of instability, including wartime conditions and
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school closures, which may have influenced participation and the nature of counselors

responses

Furthermore, the relatively small sample size reflects the limited availability of school
counselors within the Beirut area, particularly in public schools. Among the
approximately 20 private schools identified as having school counselors, only 18
participated in the study. This limitation may be associated with the broader
socioeconomic and national crises affecting Lebanon, including workforce instability, the
migration of counselors outside the country, and insufficient funding that has prevented
some schools from employing school counselors. Consequently, access to participants

was constrained, potentially limiting the generalizability of the study's findings.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board
at the American University of Beirut (Appendix 6). In addition, a formal request was
submitted to the Director General of Education to obtain permission to collect data in

both public and private schools, and approval was granted.

Participation in the study was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all
participants before data collection. Participants were assured of confidentiality and
anonymity, and they were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time

without any consequences.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

Introduction

This chapter presents the results of the study examining the challenges faced by
middle school counselors in Lebanon. The study is guided by two research questions: (1)
What challenges do middle school counselors encounter in private and public schools?
and (2) What solutions do counselors propose and implement to address these challenges

and enhance the effectiveness of school counseling services?

The results are organized into three sections: demographic information, challenges
faced by school counselors, and proposed solutions to address these challenges and

improve school counseling services in Lebanon.

Counselors’ Demographic Information
Table 2 presents the demographic characteristics of the participating counselors.
Table 2

Demographic Characteristics of Participating School Counselors (N = 22)

Variable / Category n %
School Type
Private 18 82%
Public 4 18%
Years of Experience
1-3 years 9 41%
4-7 years 6 27%
8—14 years 6 27%
15-20 years 1 5%
Educational Degree
Master’s 15 68%
Bachelor’s 3 14%
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Variable / Category n %

PhD 2 9%
Other 2 9%
Specialization
Psychology 13 59%
School Counseling 3 14%
Sociology 3 14%
Other 2 9%
Education | 4%
Grade Scope Count -Private Schools Only (n = 18)
1 grade 4 22%
2 grades 4 22%
3 grades 10 56%
Caseload — Private Schools Only (n = 18)
<250 students 1 6%
250-449 students 3 17%
450-599 students 10 56%
600-720 students 4 22%
Total 22 100%

Note. Percentages are based on the total sample (N = 22), except Caseload
and Grade Scope Count, which reflect private school respondents only
(n=18). Years of Experience and Caseload are presented as grouped ranges.
Percentages may not sum to exactly 100% due to rounding differences

The study included a total of 22 participants (N = 22), comprising eighteen private
school counselors and four public school counselors. Of these participants, two were
male, and twenty were female. Regarding educational attainment, fifteen counselors held
a master’s degree, three bachelor’s degrees, two PhD holders, and two counselors with

non-university qualifications.

In terms of professional specialization, psychology was the primary field (thirteen
counselors), followed by sociology (three counselors), school counseling (three

counselors), education (one counselor), and other fields (two counselors). Regarding
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years of professional experience, fifteen counselors had less than eight years of

experience, and six counselors had between eight and fifteen years of experience.

Regarding student caseloads in private schools, ten counselors reported managing
between 450 and 599 students, four counselors reported managing more than 600
students, three counselors reported managing between 250 and 499 students, and one
counselor reported managing fewer than 250 students. For public schools, the caseload
question was not applicable because the four counselors were responsible for several
schools located in Beirut. Three counselors reported being responsible for the middle
school cycle, whereas one counselor reported being responsible for the entire school

cycle.

Results of Research Question One, Challenges of Middle School Counselors in
Public and Private Schools

The first research question was addressed using both quantitative data collected
through the questionnaire and qualitative data obtained from open-ended survey
responses and interviews.
Quantitative Findings of RQI: Distribution of Perceived Challenges Across Survey
Domains and Items

Descriptive statistics for the counselor survey are presented in Table 3, which
displays the distribution of responses across all items, along with mean scores and
standard deviations reflecting perceived conditions and emerging challenges in school
counseling. Responses were measured using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 =
strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree. All items were positively worded (e.g., “I feel
confident in providing counseling services”); therefore, lower mean scores indicate

greater agreement with favorable conditions (i.e., lower perceived challenge), whereas

higher mean scores reflect greater perceived difficulty or challenge.
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Table 3

Distribution of Counselors’ Responses, Means, and Standard Deviations Across Survey Items (N = 22)

SD
Domain Item Not Challenging Neutral Challenging Mean
(scale 1 &2) (Scale 3) (Scale 4&5) (N=22) (N =22)
D1: Institutional
and Policy
Support
Clear policies and guidelines 20 (91%) 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 155 0.80
improve counseling effectiveness
é)clc()cecs;lté)ocl:lc;;l;sellng tools adapted 15 (68%) 5 (23%) 2 (9%) 514 1.08
Sufficient support from school o . . 0.84
e P 19 (86%) 2 (9%) 1 (5%) 1.68
?pciec(guate counseling resources and 16 (73%) 3 (14%) 3 (14%) 509 1.02
ic;]l:;s]eslg;zcr);e recognized within 19 (86%) 1 (5%) 2 (9%) 177 1.07
Total: Institutional and Policy 1.85 0.66

Support
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SD

Domain Item Not Challenging Neutral Challenging Mean
(scale 1 &2) (Scale 3) (Scale 4&5) (N=22) (N=22)
D2: Professional
Development and
Competency
Clear understanding of the 20 (91%) 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 150 0.96
professional counseling role
Access to ongoing training 15 (68%) 6 (27%) 1 (5%) 500 0.93
opportunities '
Access to qualified supervision 17 (77%) 4 (18%) 1 (5%) 1.91 0.87
Opportunities for peer consultation o 0 o 1.08
and networking 15 (68%) 5(23%) 2 (9%) 2.14
School stakeholders understand 19 (86%) 2 (9%) 1 (5%) 191 0.75
counseling ethics
Conﬁdence in providing counseling 21 (96%) 0(0.0%) 1 (5%) 136 0.73
services
Academic training prepared me for o o o 1.00
counseling work* (n = 21) 15 (71%) 4 (19%) 2 (10%) 1.96
Ability to recognize and refer 19 (91%) 0.(0.0%) 2 (10%) 1.48 1.05

students needing support* (n=21)
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SD

Domain Item Not Challenging Neutral Challenging Mean
(scale 1 &2) (Scale 3) (Scale 4&5) (N=22) (N=22)
Total: Professional Development 0.63
1.78

and Competency

D3: Role

Alignment and

Workload
Tasks assigned align with counseling o . . 0.90
role (n = 20) 15 (75%) 3 (15%) 2 (10%) 2.05
The counselor—student ratio allows 13 (59%) 8 (36%) 1 (5%) 593 0.87
effective service
Workload is manageable and does o o o 1.14
T 12 (55%) 5 (23%) 5 (23%) 2.55
Total — Role Alignment and 597 0.75
Workload ’

D4: Collaboration

and Perception
Students understand the role of 18 (82%) 3 (14%) 1 (5%) 191 0.81

counseling

66



SD

Domain Item Not Challenging Neutral Challenging Mean
(scale 1 &2) (Scale 3) (Scale 4&5) (N=22) (N=22)

fgl:lizrel'{isnfgel comfortable seeking 21 (96%) 0(0.0%) 1 (5%) 164 0.73
;Fssr(ilsleelriirgecogmze the value of 18 (82%) 4.(18%) 0(0.0%) 1.86 0.71
E?izn:;:erlei;;are of the importance (46%) 9 (41%) 3 (14%) 5 45 1.01
St(l:ll:l(::llt:taff cooperate in supporting |- (77%) 3 (14%) 2 (9%) 509 1.15
School leadership encourages 21 (95%) 0(0.0%) 1 (5%) | 45 0.74
counselor collaboration

Clear referral system exists in school 19 (86%) 2 (9%) 1 (5%) 1.50 0.86
dcé’c‘fslls(frll";l:‘gzged in school 15 (68%) 4 (18%) 3 (14%) 2.18 101
Total — Collaboration and 1.89 0.61

Perception

Note. Scale: 1 =strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree; items were positively worded, so lower mean scores indicate greater perceived favorability (less

challenge).

* Percentages and means based on reduced sample (n =21 or n = 20). Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number; therefore, totals may not sum

exactly to 100
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Overall, most items mean clustered toward the lower end of the scale (between 1 and
2), suggesting that counselors generally perceived these conditions as favorable or only
mildly challenging. No item had more than 5% missing responses, and the standard

deviations indicate moderate variability across items without strong skewness.

At the item level, relatively higher mean scores were observed for “workload is
manageable” (M = 2.55, SD = 1.14), “parents’ awareness of counseling” (M = 2.45, SD =
1.01), and “the counselor—student ratio allows effective service” (M = 2.23, SD = 0.87),
indicating relatively greater perceived difficulty, supported by higher proportions of neutral
and disagreeing responses. In contrast, lower mean scores were observed for items such as
“confidence in providing counseling services” (M = 1.36, SD = 0.73) and ““school leadership
encourages counselor collaboration” (M = 1.45, SD = 0.74), reflecting more favorable
perceptions. Similarly, items related to role clarity and referral systems showed relatively low

levels of perceived challenge.

At the domain level, mean scores indicate variation across areas. The highest mean
was observed in the role alignment and workload domain (M = 2.28), while the lowest mean
was observed in the professional development and competency domain (M = 1.78). These
differences provide a general overview of patterns across domains without implying strict

categorization of challenge levels.

In Domain 1 (Institutional and Policy Support), all items had means below 2.0 (M = 1.85),
suggesting generally low perceived challenge, although “access to counseling tools adapted

to local context” and “adequate counseling resources and space” reflected slightly higher
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levels (M = 2.14 and 2.09, respectively). In Domain 2 (Professional Development and
Competency), the domain mean (M = 1.78) was the lowest, indicating that counselors
perceived this area most favorably, with strong confidence, ethical awareness, and role
clarity while perceiving “peer consultation and networking” (M=2.14) , and “access to
training”(M= 2) as slightly challenging. In Domain 3 (Role Alignment and Workload), item
means ranged from 2.05 to 2.55 (M = 2.27), indicating relatively higher perceived challenge,
particularly regarding workload and the counselor—student ratio. In Domain 4 (Collaboration
and Perception), the domain mean (M = 1.89) was comparable to other domains; however,
there was noticeable variability, with item means ranging from 1.45 (“school leadership
encourages counselor collaboration”) to 2.45 (“parents are aware of the importance of
counseling”), suggesting that while most aspects were perceived positively, parental

awareness represented a relatively greater challenge.

Overall, the findings indicate that counselors perceive their professional
competencies and internal support structures relatively favorably, whereas workload
demands and external stakeholder engagement, particularly parental awareness, appear more

challenging in practice.

Qualitative Findings for RQ1: Additional Challenges Reported by Counselors

In addition to the structured survey items, additional challenges were generated
qualitatively from open-ended questions and interview data. For reporting purposes,
responses obtained from the open-ended survey questions were labeled using “ID,” whereas
responses from the semi-structured interviews were labeled using “I.” Thematic analysis of

these data sources revealed three main themes related to the challenges reported by school
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counselors: Counseling practice-related challenges, School community—related challenges,
and Institutional and professional practice challenges. Each theme comprises several

subthemes that capture the key challenges experienced by counselors (see table 4).

Table 4

Theme Subthemes

1.1 Multidimensional Complexity of Case Management
and Workload
1.2 Counselor Emotional Strain and Limited Support

Theme 1: Counseling Practice-Related
Challenges

2.1 Parental Engagement and Referral Barriers
2.2 Stakeholder Awareness, stigma and Collaboration
Barriers

Theme 2: Stakeholder Engagement and
Awareness Barriers

Theme 3: Institutional and Professional Practice 3.1 Lack of Counseling Structure and Space
Challenges 3.2 Institutional Support and Ethical Practice Challenges

Challenges of School Counselors Reported from open-ended questions and interview

Note. Themes and subthemes were derived from qualitative analysis of open-ended survey
responses and interview data.

Theme 1: Counseling Practice—Related Challenges
This theme captures the difficulties counselors face in delivering counseling services,
including the multidimensional complexity of case management and workload, as well as
emotional strain and limited professional or institutional support.

Subtheme 1.1: Multidimensional Complexity of Case Management and Workload

This subtheme highlights the demanding counseling role, driven by multidimensional case
complexity and high workloads. Challenges stem not just from caseload size but from

interacting factors like case nature, student development, counselor traits, and context.

At the core, case complexity arises from diverse issues such as family problems, trauma,

bereavement, and academic concerns. As one participant noted, “Challenges I experience
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depend on the case itself and not on age” (I12), including specific cases with “divorced

parents, parental loss, trauma, and test anxiety” (I11).

Beyond the case itself, developmental stages further heighten difficulty, particularly Grade 7
transitions due to contextual changes. Yet perspectives vary,some find younger students
easier to manage, while others note resistance in older students, shaped by counselors’

experience and preferences.

These challenges intensify when layered with broader contextual factors, such as home
environment, socioeconomic conditions, and technology use. For instance, one counselor
observed that “child environment affects the difficulty of a case” (128), alongside rising

behavioral issues tied to excessive phone use (I11).

Compounding this complexity is overwhelming workloads. Counselors often manage large
caseloads as the sole staff member, limiting individualized support, “High caseloads limit the
time I can dedicate to each student” (Q5), and struggling with full duties: “I am the only
counselor in the school... I am not able to cover all my duties” (Q14). Administrative tasks

and reporting add to the burden (Q21), ultimately constraining counseling effectiveness.

Subtheme 1.2: Counselor Emotional Strain and Limited Support

This subtheme captures counselors' emotional and psychological challenges,
including burnout from student difficulties, professional pressures, and inadequate mental

health support.
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Counselors frequently reported significant burnout and emotional burden in daily work. One
described it as “one of the main challenges... is burnout” (Q21), stemming from constant
pressure to prove counseling's value in under-recognized roles (I11). Frustration and
demotivation also arise when unable to help students amid complex external issues, like

tough home environments (112; 128).

This strain worsens due to limited institutional mental health support. Many rely on personal
coping, “there is no school-based mental health support for us; it’s all personal efforts and
self-care” (126), and view trainings as insufficient, often adding to workloads (I112). While a
few access some institutional support (I11; 126), overall provisions remain inconsistent and

inadequate.

Theme 2: Stakeholder Engagement and Awareness Barriers

This theme captures the difficulties school counselors face arising from low stakeholder
engagement and limited awareness of counseling services. It includes parental resistance to
referrals, low parental involvement, lack of understanding of the counselor’s role, limited
teacher cooperation, and stigma around mental health. Although stigma didn’t show strongly
in the survey responses it was frequently mentioned in the open-ended questions and

interviews as a barrier to student and parent engagement with counseling service

Subtheme 2.1: Parental Engagement and Referral Barriers

This subtheme captures challenges in parental involvement during counseling, including

barriers to external referrals, socioeconomic constraints, and low engagement.

72



Participants highlighted broad engagement issues affecting counselor-parent collaboration,
such as parents' work commitments hindering communication (Q25) and generally low
involvement, especially when family dynamics contribute to problems (Q5). Interviews
revealed parental unwillingness, with one stating, “Some parents are unwilling to be
involved, and we can do nothing about this” (I12). Limited engagement harms the school

community, including students, counselors, and teachers.

Counselors also faced referral challenges, including poor parent collaboration for external
professionals (Q2) and limited cooperation on “referrals and follow-up from professionals
outside the school” (Q11). Socioeconomic factors exacerbated this: parents often couldn't

afford therapists or miss work for meetings (112, 128).

Subtheme 2.2: Stakeholder Awareness, stigma, and Collaboration Barriers

This subtheme covers limited awareness of counseling roles, conflicting expectations,

teacher non-cooperation, and persistent mental health stigma.

Participants reported low awareness among parents and teachers about counseling's
purpose, process, and time needs. For instance, “many teachers still struggle to fully
understand what inclusivity truly means” (Q12), and “counseling needs time, which is

something that many teachers don’t understand” (Q23).

Building on this, conflicting expectations compound issues, with stakeholders
demanding “immediate and rapid solutions from counselors” (Q23) and “managing

conflicting expectations from parents and teachers” (Q24).
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Counselors also faced teacher resistance, including “lack of teacher cooperation”

(Q27) and “some teachers have resistance to cooperation” (I112).

Finally, mental health stigma persists despite declines. Questionnaire respondents
noted it remains, with “many students and parents still feel shy and hesitant to reach out” and
counseling seen as a “taboo” (Q4) or tied to “the stigma surrounding mental health” (Q3).
Interviews confirmed stigma has “decreased a lot compared to previous years, but still
exists,” varying by context (124); one added, “Most parents in my school ask for the
counseling service, as an indicator that stigma has decreased a lot. Maybe it's caused and still

appearing due to societal pressure” (122).

Theme 3: Institutional and Professional Practice Challenges

This theme encompasses challenges related to institutional structures and professional
practice, including the lack of a structured counseling framework and space as well as limited
institutional support and ethical decision-making challenges. Although these challenges were

shown as only slightly challenging items in the survey.

Subtheme 3.1: Lack of Counseling Structure and Space

This subtheme addresses the absence of structured counseling frameworks and limited

dedicated spaces in schools.

Interview participants highlighted missing comprehensive programs, including no structured
curriculum (I11; 112; 126; 124), unclear referral/intervention protocols, and unstructured

sessions. The latter allows students to misuse counseling to skip classes (I11).

74



Compounding this, public school counselors reported inadequate spaces, forcing use of
shared areas that undermine delivery and confidentiality, “We don’t have counseling offices;

we use other offices” (I28) or the director’s office, which “affects privacy” (129).

Subtheme 3.2: Institutional Support and Ethical Practice Constraints

This subtheme covers limited institutional backing for counselors, academic prioritization

over counseling, and ethical dilemmas in practice.

A few participants noted insufficient institutional support and protection, especially in
decision-making and policy enforcement “the system is very lenient when dealing with
parents, increasing unnecessary risk to counselors... a lack of involvement in decision-

making processes, affects my professional role” (112).

Relatedly, academic pressures hinder counseling was reported by several counselors,
scheduling conflicts limit sessions, “pulling students out of class limits one-to-one support”

(Q4),and block activities due to “academic pressure” (Q29).

Ethical challenges, reported by few, involve confidentiality amid demands from
parents/teachers “balancing what should be communicated to parents and what should remain
confidential” (Q6) or breaches like “teachers asked about a student’s problem in public
spaces” (I12). Most participants, however, viewed these as minor, resolvable via experience

and judgment on sharing information.
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In conclusion, The qualitative findings show that school counselors face three main
interconnected challenges: (1) heavy and complex workloads with limited emotional and
institutional support, (2) low parental engagement, resistance to referral, lack of awareness of
the counseling role, and ongoing mental health stigma, and (3) weak institutional structures,
including the absence of a structured counseling framework, lack of dedicated space,
insufficient support and protection, and ethical dilemmas arising from academic pressures
and confidentiality demands. This alien with the Quantitative data which reflected relatively
higher mean scores for items related to workload, parental awareness, and counselor—student

ratio, indicating these areas as the most salient perceived challenges,

Results of Research Question Two

Qualitative Results of RQ2: What strategies do middle school counselors propose or
implement to overcome these challenges and strengthen their effectiveness in supporting
students? are presented through themes derived from interviews and open-ended responses.

A summary of the themes and subthemes is provided in Table 5.

Table 5

Strategies to Strengthen School Counseling Based on Open-Ended Questions and Interview
Data

Theme Subthemes

1.1 National Policy Frameworks and Program

Theme 1: Structural and Institutional Support Standardization

1.2 Structured Counseling Protocols, Prioritization, and
Disciplinary Frameworks

1.3 Workload Reduction, Staffing, and Time Allocation
for Counseling

Theme 2: Strengthening Professional Capacity 2.1 Enhancing Professional Development and Counseling
and Support Systems Resources

2.2 Counselor Wellbeing and Clinical Support

76



Theme Subthemes

2.3 Strategies for Managing Complex Cases

Theme 3: Proactive Stakeholder Engagement 3.1 Promoting Awareness, Psychoeducation, and Stigma
Strategies Reduction

3.2 Structured Collaboration Systems

3.3 Structured and Enforcement-Based Engagement
Strategies

Note. Themes and subthemes were derived from qualitative analysis of open-ended survey
responses and interview data addressing Research Question 2

THEME 1: Structural and Institutional Support

This theme presents structural and institutional modifications aimed at strengthening the
effectiveness of school counseling services. It encompasses both system-level and school-
level conditions influencing counseling practice, including policy, role clarity, professional
standards, workload, and time allocation. Three subthemes were identified: (1) Macro-Level
Policy and Program Development, (2) Counseling Protocols, Structures, and Prioritization,
(3) workload reduction and time allocation for counseling.

Subtheme 1.1: Macro-Level Policy and Program Development

Participants advocated for stronger policy frameworks, clearer role definitions, and
program integration to bolster school counseling. They emphasized clear policies and job
descriptions (ID 11; ID 21), alongside national policies, legal mandates, qualified/licensed

recruitment, and strengthened licensing standards (ID 6; ID 18; ID 24).

Counselors also pushed for embedding counseling in school structures, including social-
emotional learning (SEL) in the national curriculum, as one participant mentioned “Integrate
SEL into national curriculum” (ID 5). one noted yield of this action as “very positive results”
when integrated into regular curricula (ID 29).
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In the absence of structured programs, they rely on adaptive strategies like tailored programs,
advisory sessions, and youth talks based on student needs: “substitute counseling
curriculum... by preparing programs based on students’ needs” (ID 24), plus localized
theory adaptations (ID 22), small group sessions (ID 2), and interactive methods such as

“educational games and modern methods” (ID 18).

Subtheme 1.2: Structured Counseling Protocols, Prioritization, and Disciplinary

Frameworks

Participants stressed clear structures and protocols to enhance counseling, including “clearer
and stricter referral and intervention protocols” (ID 12), defined work mechanisms,
evaluation standards (ID 23), and guidelines for student support in challenges (ID 2). They
advocated organized departments “effectiveness can be increased by the presence of a
counseling department. .. with one responsible person for follow-up and several counselors”
(I26) for coordinated delivery.in addition, to have a stricter disciplinary role as one counselor
mentioned “firmer and stricter rules are needed to manage student behavioral problems” (ID

12).

Elevating counseling's status emerged as key, with calls for “equal importance with

academics” (ID 26) and inclusion in school decision-making (ID 26).

To counter academic prioritization, counselors use flexible scheduling: coordinating with
teachers/administrators for recess or non-academic slots (ID 26; ID 22) and structured

timetables minimizing classroom disruptions (ID 17).
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Most questionnaire respondents urged structural workload reductions via manageable
caseloads, lower student-to-counselor ratios (ID 18), more staff, and permanent counselors

per school, especially public ones “Permanent counselor assigned to each school” (ID 29).

Interviewees managed demands through case prioritization on urgent/high-risk issues, “we
prioritize cases based on urgency” (126) and efficient group sessions “group session [is used]

to benefit the maximum number of students while saving time” (ID 12).

They also delegated low-risk cases to teachers with oversight (ID 26), reserving
complex/school-wide matters for themselves like addressing Syrian refugee-related bullying

via group work and football teams (126).

Structured planning, task adjustments, and flexibility further eased pressure “a counselor

should be flexible and dynamic “multi-task” (ID 24).

Theme 2: Strengthening Professional Capacity and Support Systems

This theme outlines strategies to enhance professional capacity and support systems,
improving school counseling effectiveness. It covers recommended and implemented
practices for professional development, resources, counselor wellbeing, and clinical support,
showing how counselors apply these to manage complex cases extending beyond school
contexts. Three subthemes emerged: (1) enhancing professional development and counseling
resources; (2) counselor wellbeing and clinical support; and (3) strategies for managing

complex cases.
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Subtheme 2.1: Enhancing Professional Development and Counseling Resources

Participants strongly advocated ongoing training to build capacity, with most questionnaire
respondents calling for expanded programs in evidence-based interventions, trauma, crisis,

and ADHD plus national conferences, workshops, and ministry-led initiatives (ID 21).

They also urged teacher training to address developmental needs, curb labeling, and enable
referrals; current practices include workshops on early warning signs “a workshop for

teachers about warning signs that a teacher should recognize on students” (28.6).

Access to updated resources, screening tools, and private spaces proved essential (ID 3).
Facing shortages, counselors adapt by using shared areas like health or principal’s offices (I

29) and prioritizing direct interaction over materials.

Ultimately, they stressed that effectiveness hinges on skills like active listening, adaptability,
and therapeutic knowledge rather than resources “there is no major need for resources; what

is needed is a counselor with the necessary skills and experience” (I 29).

Subtheme 2.2: Counselor Wellbeing and Clinical Support

Participants urged institutional strategies to safeguard wellbeing and curb burnout, including
regular mental health support and psychological sessions. Existing practices encompass
recognition, incentives, and activities like “training, letters of appreciation, and bonuses” (I

11).
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Complementing this, counselors employ personal self-care: exercise, boundaries, and coping
mechanisms “I use my experience to manage stress and not put too much pressure on

myself” (I 26)—to sustain resilience.

Clinical supervision emerged as vital for complex cases, with calls for structured systems and

counselor leaders “clinical supervision” (ID 26).

Subtheme 2.3: Strategies for Managing Complex Cases

Addressing RQ1's multidimensional case complexities (e.g., family dynamics,

socioeconomic factors, environments), participants outlined multifaceted strategies.

Counselors provide direct support via ongoing communication, guidance, and follow-up for
students and families “We provide family support in difficult environments by advising

children and parents as much as possible” (I 12).

They tailor interventions to specifics like family conflict, loss, or finances “depends on the
case... low socioeconomic status, we coordinate with NGO to pay when we refer them to

outside therapists” (I 11).

For severe cases, external referrals and multi-agency collaboration prevail, involving social
services, legal entities, and organizations “in difficult cases like child abuse, the Ministry of

Social Affairs takes over follow-up” (I 29).
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Theme 3: Proactive Stakeholders Engagement Strategies

This theme details participant-reported strategies to boost stakeholder involvement in
counseling, spanning awareness, psychoeducation, stigma reduction, collaboration, and
enforced participation for students, parents, teachers, and staff. Two subthemes emerged: (1)
promoting awareness, psychoeducation, and stigma reduction; and (2) enhancing engagement

via communication, coordination, collaboration, and structured strategies.

Subtheme 3.1: Raising Awareness, Providing Psychoeducation, and Reducing

Stigma

Most respondents prioritized awareness of counseling roles, processes, and services through
structured sessions “increasing awareness about the counselor’s role” (ID 3). Interviewees
use start-of-year meetings, professional days, and workshops to clarify procedures/referrals,
countering misconception “they think I am a magician... I explain that [ am only a navigator,
recommend and advise” (ID 12), and fostering trust and uptake: “parents ask for the service

due to awareness sessions” (I 24).

Psychoeducation targets parents via workshops, training on emotional/behavioral needs,
home tools, and digital sharing “providing parents with tools and guidelines to support

students at home” (ID 4).

Stigma reduction involves mental health promotion and tackling views like “counseling is
only for serious problems” (ID 16). Though decreasing, residual stigma prompts classroom

discussions, parent meetings, student-friendly messaging, and confidential environments.
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Subtheme 3.2: Enhancing Stakeholder Engagement and Participation

Structured communication such as regular meetings, follow-ups, channels drive
collaboration: “regular communication among counselors to increase collaboration between

counselors, parents, and teachers” (ID 3).

Flexible, trust-building tactics include open-door policies and non-judgmental follow-up to

boost parental involvement.

Collaborative practices promote shared responsibility: joint plans with teachers/parents,
student involvement “involve students in their own growth to increase collaboration with
counselors” (ID 3). In addition, teacher guidance, wellbeing sessions, and leadership

coordination, leveraging communication/emotional intelligence.

For resistant parents, enforced measures apply obligatory meetings, warnings “giving
warnings about students’ behavioral issues [is used] to force parental response” (22.3).
signed commitments, and registration-linked consequences “if parents insist on being totally
not involved, then parents may sign a warning that students' problems may affect their

registration for next year” (11.4).

Overall findings underscore multilevel improvements via awareness-raising, collaboration-
building, policy reforms, institutional support, and counselors' adaptive, student-centered

strategies.

In conclusion , Counselors’ suggestions focus on three areas: (1) stronger structural

and institutional support through clear policies, counseling protocols, workload reduction,
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and better prioritization of counseling within the school; (2) enhanced professional capacity
and wellbeing via training, resources, and clinical support; and (3) improved stakeholder
awareness, collaboration, and engagement through psychoeducation, stigma reduction, and

structured communication with parents, teachers, and school leadership.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION

Introduction

This study explores the challenges faced by school counselors in public and private
schools in the Beirut area, as well as the strategies they implement or propose to address
these challenges. A mixed-methods research design was employed, with data collected
through a survey followed by interviews, to answer two research questions: (1) What are the
challenges faced by school counselors in public and private schools? and (2) What strategies

do counselors implement to overcome these challenges?

This chapter provides an in-depth interpretation of the findings in relation to the context of
school counseling in Lebanon, highlighting their significance for improving practice and
policy. It discusses the findings through the integration of quantitative and qualitative data,
enhancing the credibility and depth of the results through methodological triangulation. The
discussion connects the findings to relevant theories and to both local and international
literature, providing a comprehensive interpretation of the results. It also draws conclusions

based on survey data and participants’ perspectives.

The discussion is organized into two main sections addressing RQ1 and RQ?2. It is followed
by sections on implications, limitations, and recommendations, and concludes with a final

summary of the key findings.
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Discussion of the Results of RQ1

What are the challenges counselors face in public and private middle schools?

The findings indicate that school counselors experience multidimensional and interconnected
challenges. Quantitative results identified workload and low parental awareness as the most
prominent challenges, while professional competencies and internal support structures were
perceived more positively. These findings are further elaborated through qualitative data,
which provide deeper insight into the nature of challenges related to counseling practice,

stakeholder engagement, and institutional structures.

The discussion of RQ1 is organized into three main parts: (1) counseling practice-related

challenges, (2) stakeholder-related challenges, and (3) institutional and structural challenges

Counseling Practice Related Challenges

Counseling practice related challenges include high workload, case complexity, emotional

burden, and limited access to mental health support for counselors.

Both quantitative and qualitative findings identified workload and high caseloads as
among the most significant challenges affecting counseling practice. Qualitative results
further showed that workload is driven by high caseloads, limited staffing, and the
accumulation of counseling-related responsibilities, including administrative, reporting, and
follow-up duties. Many counselors reported managing between 450 and 599 students,
highlighting the scale of workload demands and their impact on limiting individualized

support.

86



These findings are supported by existing research demonstrating that excessive caseloads
significantly constrain counselors’ effectiveness. For instance, You Science (2025) indicates
that when counselor to student ratios exceed recommended levels, counselors have less time
for individualized planning, career guidance, and socio-emotional support, often shifting
their work toward brief, reactive interactions rather than sustained developmental
interventions. Similarly, Merhi Bleik (2020) found that role overload and limited time reduce
counselors’ ability to provide continuous follow-up and comprehensive support, often

shifting practice toward reactive approaches.

This workload affects counseling practice by reducing the time available for each student and
limiting opportunities for follow-up, which constrains the depth and continuity of support. It
also shifts counseling from a preventive and developmental approach toward more reactive
interventions, as the volume and intensity of cases exceed the capacity for sustained

engagement.

The persistence of high workload can be attributed to structural and institutional constraints,
including the assignment of a single counselor to an entire school, and in public schools,
across multiple schools, combined with an increased number of cases resulting from ongoing
socioeconomic and crisis conditions. In addition, the accumulation of counseling-related
responsibilities, such as administrative, reporting, and follow-up duties, further intensifies
workload demands. These factors collectively increase both the volume and complexity of
responsibilities within the counseling role, thereby intensifying workload pressures and

limiting the capacity for sustained, individualized student support.
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Contrary to earlier research that documented role overlaps and the assignment of non-
counseling duties as a key challenge (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010), the present findings
indicate limited evidence of role overlap. Counselors demonstrated clearer professional
boundaries and reported resisting non-counseling tasks, suggesting greater clarity in their

role.

From a theoretical perspective, this aligns with role theory (Rizzo et al., 1970), which
emphasizes the importance of role clarity in enhancing professional effectiveness. However,
despite this increased role clarity, structural constraints, particularly high caseloads and
limited staffing, continue to generate significant workload pressures. This suggests that role

clarity alone is insufficient without adequate institutional support.

The increasing severity and complexity of cases can be understood within Lebanon’s
broader socioeconomic and crisis context. Exposure to economic instability, conflict, and
national crises has contributed to heightened psychological distress and trauma. In addition,
academic stress among students due to official exam results in more complex cases
(Hammoud & Shuayb, 2024; Mansour et al., 2023; Schenzle & Schultz, 2024). The
increasing complexity of student cases requires advanced counseling skills and continuous
professional development. Although training challenges were not explicitly reported in the
present study, counselors’ accounts of increased difficulty in managing complex cases
suggest underlying training-related needs. While case complexity was directly expressed, it
may reflect gaps in professional preparation that were not directly recognized or reported by
participants. This was not evident in the quantitative results but emerged through qualitative

findings, highlighting implicit challenges. This interpretation aligns with previous research
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indicating that school counselors often rely on self-directed learning to manage high-risk and
complex cases (El Zein, 2014). Case complexity is further shaped by developmental and
academic factors, particularly during key middle school transitions such as Grade 7 and
Grade 9, which are associated with socio-emotional challenges and academic pressure
(Schenzle & Schultz, 2024). In addition, counselors’ varying comfort in working with
different age groups and responsibility across multiple grade levels further intensifies the
complexity of case management. These findings align with Urie Bronfenbrenner,
highlighting the influence of interacting systems on student well-being and a systemic
eclectic approach, as it reflects the need for qualified and trained counselors able to integrate
multiple strategies and adapt their interventions to diverse and multidimensional student

needs.

Counselors also reported significant emotional strain and burnout, particularly in the
absence of structured support systems. The lack of supervision, guidance, and mental health
support, feelings towards students' complex cases, and the pressures of work increase both
emotional and professional pressures, which lead to counselors' burnout and reduce their
effectiveness. Consistent with research highlighting limited structured support and
professional development opportunities for counselors (IM Lebanon, 2019; Lambie et al.,

2019; Merhi Bleik, 2020).
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Stakeholder Engagement and Awareness Challenges

Stakeholder engagement and awareness challenges refer to limited parental and
teachers’ awareness and engagement, conflicting expectations, persistent mental health

stigma, and contextual barriers that affect participation.

Stakeholder-related challenges emerged as a significant factor affecting the
effectiveness of school counseling practices. Quantitative results indicated that parental
awareness was among the more challenging areas, while qualitative findings provided deeper
insight into the nature of these challenges, particularly in relation to limited parental
awareness of the counseling role, process, and parents' own role within the counseling
process. This affects their level of engagement, participation, and collaboration with school
counselors, as when parents are not aware of how counseling works or how they are expected
to contribute, their involvement becomes passive or inconsistent, which reduces the
effectiveness of interventions and follow-up. These findings align with previous research in
the Lebanese context, which highlights limited parental awareness of the counseling role,
leading to weak engagement, limited collaboration, and reduced effectiveness of counseling

services (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010).

Similarly, limited awareness extends to teachers. Some teachers lack a clear
understanding of the counseling role and the time required for effective interventions, which
affects collaboration and referral practices. This is further influenced by workload pressures

and differences in experience, leading to variability in teacher cooperation. This finding is
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consistent with previous research highlighting limited collaboration within school systems

(Hamzeh,2024; Saad,2012)

The lack of awareness is further reflected by conflicting stakeholder expectations and
misconceptions about the counseling process among teachers, parents, and administration.
The unrealistic expectations, such as expecting immediate solutions, do not align with the
nature of counseling that requires time, trust-building, and gradual intervention. In addition,
some parents rely solely on counselors to fix their children's problems. These unrealistic

expectations increase pressure on counselors and complicate the counseling process.

In addition, stakeholders’ beliefs and perceptions about counseling continue to
influence engagement. Although mental health stigma has decreased over time, it remains
present and affects parents’ and students’ willingness to seek support, often due to societal
pressure and negative perceptions of mental health services. These findings are consistent
with research indicating that stigma remains a barrier to help-seeking behavior in school

contexts despite its decrease (Khansa, 2015).

Parental engagement is further constrained by contextual and socioeconomic factors.
Counselors reported difficulties in maintaining consistent communication with parents due to
work commitments, family responsibilities, and limited availability. In addition, resistance to
referral processes was observed, as some parents were either reluctant to seek external
support or unable to do so due to financial constraints. These barriers limit the continuity of

care and reduce the effectiveness of counseling interventions.
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These challenges can be attributed to a combination of perceptual, institutional, and
contextual factors, including limited awareness of the counseling role and process, persistent
stigma, lack of structured communication systems, and external socioeconomic constraints
that affect stakeholder engagement. These findings can also be understood within an
ecological perspective, as proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner, which highlights how
interactions between family, school, and broader societal systems shape student outcomes. In
this context, limited awareness, stigma, and collaboration barriers reflect interconnected

influences that affect the effectiveness of counseling practices.

Institutional and Structural Challenges
Institutional and structural challenges include the absence of a comprehensive
counseling curriculum and framework, inconsistent implementation, academic prioritization,

limited support, and inadequate counseling space.

Macro institutional challenges were identified, particularly in the qualitative findings,
beginning with the absence of structured counseling programs and a consistently
implemented counseling curriculum. This reflects a gap at the macro-policy level, where the
lack of a unified framework contributes to variability in counseling practices across schools.
This finding aligns with previous research indicating that school counseling in Lebanon is
not fully integrated into the educational system and lacks structured and standardized
program implementation (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020).
Notably, quantitative findings showed that the majority of counselors (n = 20 out of 22)
strongly agreed that clear policies and guidelines enhance counseling effectiveness.

However, the absence of such policies was not explicitly reported as a challenge in
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qualitative responses, suggesting that counselors recognize their importance despite adapting
to their absence in practice. This finding adds nuance to previous literature by revealing an
implicit awareness of structural needs, even when they are not directly articulated as
challenges, aligning with research highlighting the lack of clear policies, guidelines, and
structured counseling frameworks in Lebanon (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; Dirani, 2023;

Merhi Bleik, 2020; IMLebanon, 2019)

In addition to macro-level challenges, the findings also reveal challenges at the school
level that directly affect the implementation of counseling practices. Academic prioritization
emerged as a key issue, where academic achievement is often emphasized over students’
socio-emotional needs, as reflected in the qualitative findings and supported by research
highlighting institutional constraints in implementing counseling services (IMLebanon, 2019;
Merhi Bleik, 2020). Furthermore, academic prioritization within schools may hinder the
establishment of clearly structured counseling sessions, leading to inconsistencies in service
delivery. In some cases, this also allows students to use counseling sessions as a means to
avoid academic classes, reflecting tensions between academic demands and counseling

services within schools.

In addition, the lack of a dedicated counseling space emerged as a significant
concern, particularly in public schools. The use of shared or non-private spaces affects
confidentiality and limits the effectiveness of counseling sessions, reflecting disparities in

resources between public and private schools (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; IMLebanon, 2019).
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Counselors also reported ethical challenges related to confidentiality and decision-
making, particularly in determining when to disclose student information. These difficulties
may reflect variations in professional competence linked to differences in educational
background and levels of experience, as not all counselors are formally trained in school
counseling. They are further compounded by limited awareness among teachers and parents
regarding confidentiality boundaries, placing additional pressure on counselors to justify

their decisions.

These findings align with ethical frameworks such as the American School Counselor
Association and the American Counseling Association, which emphasize professional
judgment in confidentiality and disclosure decisions, as well as with Lebanese studies
highlighting variability in training and professional standards (Dirani, 2023; Ayyash-Abdo et

al., 2010).

While these challenges appeared less prominent in the quantitative results, qualitative
findings revealed their significant impact on counseling practice. Overall, the findings
suggest that challenges operate at both macro-policy and institutional levels. At the macro
level, gaps relate to the limited implementation of structured counseling frameworks,
particularly the absence of a consistently applied counseling curriculum. At the institutional
level, inconsistencies in implementation, hiring practices, and support structures directly
affect counselors’ work. These findings align with research highlighting weak policy
implementation, lack of structured systems, and limited coordination within educational

settings (Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020).
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In conclusion, the discussion of RQ1 indicates that the challenges facing school
counselors are multidimensional and interconnected across practice, stakeholder,
institutional, and structural levels. Rather than isolated issues, these challenges reflect
broader systemic constraints that influence the delivery of counseling services, including
gaps between policy, implementation, and practice. The findings suggest that workload
pressures, case complexity, and stakeholder-related difficulties are closely linked to both
institutional limitations, such as coordination and support within schools, and structural

constraints, including unclear policies and the absence of organized counseling frameworks.

The findings also reveal variations between quantitative and qualitative results, indicating
that some challenges are more prominently reflected in specific data sources, which

highlights the complexity and context-dependent nature of school counseling practice.

Overall, the challenges identified in RQ1 underscore the need for more structured,
coordinated, and system-level support to strengthen the effectiveness and sustainability of
school counseling services.

Discussion of the Results of RQ2: What Strategies do Counselors Propose or Implement to
Overcome these Challenges?

The discussion of RQ2, derived from qualitative analysis of open-ended responses (n
= 22) and interviews (n = 8), is structured into three main sections: (1) structural and
institutional reform strategies, (2) strengthening professional capacity and support systems,
and (3) proactive stakeholder engagement strategies. These sections reflect counselors'
proposed and implemented strategies to overcome challenges and enhance the effectiveness

of school counseling.Sstructural and institutional reform strategies
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Findings related to this section highlight the importance of structural and institutional

reforms in strengthening the effectiveness of school counseling.

At the macro level, counselors emphasized the need for stronger policy frameworks,
legal mandates, clearer role definitions, and the establishment of professional standards,
licensing requirements, and improved university-level preparation. They also highlighted the
importance of integrating structured counseling programs, particularly social-emotional
learning, into the curriculum, reflecting the need for a unified and systematic framework to
guide counseling practice across schools. In the absence of such frameworks, counselors

reported relying on adaptive, needs-based, and contextually tailored intervention practices.

These findings are consistent with existing research in both Lebanese and international
contexts. For example, Ayyash-Abdo et al. (2010) emphasized that the lack of clear policies
and role definitions in Lebanon contributes to inconsistencies in counseling practice and
limits the professionalization of the field. Similarly, Merhi Bleik (2020) highlighted that the
absence of formalized counseling structures constrains counselors’ ability to deliver
comprehensive and preventive services, often shifting practice toward reactive approaches.
Dirani (2023) further underscored the importance of professional regulation and standardized
training in strengthening counselors’ competencies and ensuring consistency in service
delivery. In addition, Assaad (2025) pointed to the need for improved university preparation

and alignment between academic training and field requirements.

At the international level, Arfasa and Weldmeskel (2020) demonstrated that comprehensive

and well-structured counseling programs are associated with improved student outcomes,
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including enhanced academic performance, better psychosocial adjustment, and increased
engagement in school activities. Such programs support coordinated service delivery and

reduce fragmentation in counseling practices.

The importance of structural organization identified in these findings also reflects patterns
observed in RQ1. While role ambiguity was not reported as a major challenge, counselors
emphasized the need for clearer role definitions at the institutional level. This suggests that
counselors are currently maintaining role boundaries through individual practice while
advocating for more formalized and system-supported structures. This aligns with research
emphasizing that clear role definitions enhance professional effectiveness and allow
counselors to focus on developmental and preventive functions (Harrison, 2022; Morshed &

Carey, 2020; Gruman et al., 2013).

At the school level, counselors emphasized the need for clearer protocols, stronger
recognition of counseling services, and more structured coordination within school systems.
In response to challenges such as academic prioritization and workload pressures, counselors
reported using flexible scheduling, collaborative coordination with teachers and
administration, case prioritization, and group-based interventions. They also relied on
organizational strategies such as structured planning, documentation, and adjusted follow-up
practices. These approaches reflect efforts to organize counseling delivery within existing
constraints and are consistent with research highlighting the importance of structured
systems, institutional support, and effective time allocation in enhancing counseling

effectiveness (Ghanem, 2020; Jaber & Al-Hroub, 2023).
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From a theoretical perspective, these findings reinforce the importance of structured systems
and organizational support in guiding effective counseling practice, consistent with role
theory (Rizzo et al., 1970) and frameworks such as the American School Counselor

Association.

Overall, these findings demonstrate that strengthening school counseling
effectiveness requires coordinated reforms at both policy and school levels. Such reforms
include the development of structured frameworks, clearer role definitions, regulated
professional standards, and stronger institutional support, which together enable more

consistent and effective counseling practices.

Strengthening Professional Capacity and Support Systems
Strengthening professional capacity and support systems includes training and professional

development, access to resources, counselor wellbeing, and clinical support

Counselors emphasized the importance of strengthening professional capacity and
support systems through ongoing training, access to updated tools, and structured
professional support. They highlighted the need for continuous development in areas such as
evidence-based interventions, trauma-informed practices, crisis management, and
developmental needs, reflecting the increasing complexity of counseling practice. These
findings align with research recommending continuous professional preparation and capacity
building to enhance counseling effectiveness and address students’ evolving socio-emotional

needs (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; Ghanem, 2020; Elzein, 2014; Assaad, 2025).
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In addition to counselor-focused development, participants emphasized the
importance of training teachers to support early identification and appropriate referral of
student needs, indicating a shift toward a more collaborative and preventive model of
counseling. This aligns with research emphasizing collaboration and shared responsibility as
key components of effective school counseling programs (Harrison, 2022; American School

Counselor Association).

Counselor wellbeing also emerged as a central concern, with participants highlighting
the need for institutional support mechanisms, including supervision, recognition, and mental
health support, to sustain effective practice. In the absence of formal support systems,
counselors relied on personal coping strategies and professional experience to manage stress
and maintain resilience. This aligns with research highlighting the importance of supervision,
professional support, and self-efficacy in promoting counselor wellbeing and reducing

burnout (Harrison, 2022; Lambie et al., 2019).

While resources were not identified as a major challenge in RQ1, counselors in RQ2
highlighted the importance of improved access to resources, tools, and screening instruments
to enhance counseling effectiveness. This conflict may contribute to adaptability in practice,
as counselors rely on their skills and experience to compensate for structural limitations. In
addition, references to specific resources were limited, suggesting variability in counselors’
awareness and understanding of available tools, with some associating resources primarily
with activity-based materials for younger students. Although this aligns with research
indicating that while resources support counseling practice, professional competence remains

the primary determinant of effective intervention (Gruman et al., 2013), this pattern can be
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understood in light of the variability in counselors’ educational backgrounds and professional
experience. While most counselors hold degrees in psychology, only a small proportion are
formally trained in school counseling, and many have relatively limited professional
experience. This is consistent with research in the Lebanese context highlighting variability
in counselors’ qualifications and preparation (Dirani, 2023; Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010).
Furthermore, it also reflects gaps in training and limited exposure to structured and evidence-
based tools, which may constrain the development of more standardized counseling
practices. These findings further highlight the need for more unified and standardized
training across institutions to ensure consistency in professional preparation and practice, as

recommended in previous studies (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; Assaad, 2025).

Moreover, the employment of qualified and licensed school counselors emerges as an
important strategy to strengthen developmental understanding and ensure the use of age-
appropriate and effective intervention approaches. This is supported by research emphasizing
the importance of professional qualification and specialization in enhancing counseling

effectiveness (Harrison, 2022; Morshed & Carey, 2020).

From a theoretical perspective, these findings align with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, which emphasizes the role of environmental systems, including institutional
support and training opportunities, in shaping counselor effectiveness and intervention
practices. These findings confirm and explain the challenges identified in RQ1, particularly
those related to counselor burnout, limited mental health support, lack of teacher cooperation,
and multidimensional case complexity, while also extending the findings through greater

emphasis on strengthening counselors’ professional capacity, improving access to resources,
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and ensuring the presence of qualified and licensed counselors with specialized training in

school counseling.

Overall, strengthening school counseling effectiveness requires not only enhancing
counselors’ skills but also ensuring comprehensive support systems that sustain wellbeing,
promote collaboration, and enable effective responses to complex and multidimensional

student needs.

Proactive Stakeholders’ Engagement Strategies
Proactive stakeholders’ engagement strategies include awareness, psychoeducation, stigma

reduction, collaboration, communication, student involvement, and directive measures.

Counselors implemented a range of proactive strategies to strengthen stakeholder
engagement, including awareness-raising through meetings and workshops, psychoeducation
for parents through training and practical tools, stigma reduction through classroom
discussions, and structured collaboration through regular meetings and coordinated planning
with teachers and parents. In addition, counselors promoted student involvement by
encouraging active participation in the counseling process, thereby enhancing students’
engagement and ownership of their development. More directive strategies, such as
obligatory meetings, were also employed when stakeholder engagement was limited.
Collectively, these strategies aim to improve understanding of counseling services, increase
their utilization, and promote shared responsibility among stakeholders. These findings are
consistent with research emphasizing the importance of role clarity (American School

Counselor Association; Harrison, 2022; Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010), psychoeducation and
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stigma reduction in enhancing help-seeking behaviors (Gulliver et al., 2010; Rickwood et al.,
2007), and collaborative and systemic approaches in effective school counseling (Harrison,

2022; American School Counselor Association; Abdul-Hamid & Yassine, 2020).

From a theoretical perspective, these strategies align with Urie Bronfenbrenner, which
emphasizes the role of interconnected systems, family, school, and community in supporting
student development, as well as with preventive and developmental counseling models that

prioritize early engagement and stakeholder involvement.

These findings confirm and explain the challenges identified in RQ1, particularly those
related to limited stakeholder awareness and engagement, by demonstrating how counselors
implement structured and proactive strategies that foster more integrated and responsive

school environments

Finally, the discussion of RQ2 highlights a set of coordinated strategies aimed at
strengthening school counseling across structural, institutional, professional, and stakeholder
levels. These strategies reflect a shift toward a more structured and comprehensive approach
to counseling practice that enhances service effectiveness and supports counselors’ roles
within schools. Most strategies directly confirm the challenges identified in RQ1 by
addressing issues related to counseling practice, stakeholder engagement, and institutional
constraints. At the same time, the emphasis on resources represents an extension of the
findings, as resources were not identified as a primary challenge but emerged as factors that

enhance counseling effectiveness. In addition, some strategies address broader or implicit
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challenges reflected in general practice difficulties, indicating a proactive approach that goes

beyond immediate barriers toward improving overall counseling practice.

Implications

The findings of this study highlight important implications for theory, practice, and
policy, while also identifying directions for future research. From a theoretical perspective,
the study draws on role theory (Rizzo et al., 1970) to show how workload and role-related
challenges are influenced by structural and institutional constraints within the Lebanese
school context. At the practice level, counselors’ strategies reflect not only adaptive
responses but also a shift toward more structured and coordinated approaches to counseling
service delivery. At the policy level, the findings emphasize the need for developing a
structured and comprehensive national framework for school counseling to support consistent

practice and strengthen professional roles.

Future research should examine differences between public and private school
contexts to better understand structural inequalities, explore the effectiveness of
psychoeducational interventions in enhancing stakeholder engagement, and evaluate the

impact of structured counseling strategies on service effectiveness.

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this study.
First, the sample consisted of 22 counselors from the Beirut area, which may not fully

capture the diversity of school counseling experiences across Lebanon, particularly in
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underserved or rural regions. Second, the study relied on self-reported data, which may not
fully reflect actual practices within school settings. Third, data collection took place during a
period of ongoing national crises, which may have influenced participants’ responses and
emphasized short-term, adaptive practices over more structured and long-term approaches.
Finally, the context-specific nature of the Lebanese educational and socio-political
environment may limit the generalizability of the findings to other contexts with different

institutional structures.

Recommendations

Policy-Level Interventions

To address the structural gaps identified in this study, the Ministry of Education should
develop a structured and comprehensive national framework for school counseling. This
framework should include clear role definitions, licensing standards, and qualification-based
recruitment procedures to ensure consistency across schools. In addition, integrating social-
emotional learning (SEL) into the national curriculum is recommended to promote
preventive and developmentally oriented practices. Establishing a standardized counselor-to-
student ratio (e.g., 1:250) would help address workload challenges, while unified referral and
intervention protocols would enhance consistency in service delivery (Ayyash-Abdo et al.,

2010).

School-Level Structural Changes

At the institutional level, schools should ensure the formal and structured integration of

counseling services within their organizational structures. This includes establishing

104



dedicated counseling units, allocating protected time for counseling sessions, and
implementing structured collaboration mechanisms among counselors, teachers, and
administrative staff. Such measures would strengthen the position of counseling within

schools and reduce its marginalization relative to academic priorities.

Professional Development Initiatives

To enhance counselors’ capacity, targeted professional development is essential. This
includes training in areas such as crisis intervention, case management, and the use of
evidence-based practices, as well as ongoing clinical supervision. Awareness initiatives
aimed at reducing parental stigma toward counseling should also be included. Training
programs should incorporate standardized assessment tools and referral systems to support

more structured and effective service delivery.

Conclusion

This study reveals that school counseling in Lebanon operates within interconnected
structural, institutional, professional, and stakeholder-related challenges, including workload
pressures, case complexity, limited awareness and parental engagement, and broader system-

level gaps.

Despite these constraints, counselors implement a range of coordinated strategies that reflect
a shift toward a more st ructured and comprehensive approach to counseling practice.

While these strategies largely confirm the challenges identified in the findings, the emphasis
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on resources extends the results by highlighting their role in enhancing, rather than enabling,

effective service delivery.

The findings suggest that strengthening school counseling in Lebanon requires moving
toward more structured and institutionalized frameworks that support consistent practice. The
development of national policies, licensing systems, and standardized procedures—combined
with school-level coordination and professional capacity building—offers a pathway toward
more effective, coordinated, and sustainable counseling services. Such efforts are essential
for promoting student wellbeing and strengthening the role of counseling within the

educational system.
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APPENDIX 1
SCHOOLS THAT PARTICIPATED IN THE STUDY

Table 6

List of schools in the Beirut area that Participated in the Study

Schools Type Number of counselors
American Community Private 1
School (ACS)

Al-Bayader Private 1
AL-Iman Private 1
Al-Maeniyeh Private 1
Omar Bin Al-Khattab Private 1
Secondary School

American Community Private 2
School of Beirut (ACS

Beirut)

International College private 2
(IC), Beirut

Lebanon Al-Akhdar Private 1
School

Ali Bin Abi Talib Private 1
Secondary School

Al-Ahliyyah School Private 1
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The Patriarchal School Private 1
Saint Mary’s Orthodox Private 2
College (SMOC)

Al-Amiliyah Secondary | Private 1
School

Evangelical Baptist Private 1
School

Al-Bishara Orthodox Private 1
School
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APPENDIX 2
SCHOOL COUNSELORS SURVEY

Counselor Questionnaire Form

Challenges of School counselors and suggested solutions for such challenges.
PART A: General Information

Please fill in the following information about yourself and your school.

Type of school: [ Public [ Private

Years of experience as a counselor:

Educational background (degree level):

Specialization (e.g., Psychology, Sociology, School Counseling):

Which grade level(s) are you responsible for as a counselor?

O Grade 7 O Grade & O Grade 9

case load (number of students for each counselor):

PART B: Challenges Faced by School Counselors

Instructions: Based on your counseling experience, please indicate your level of agreement

with the following statements.

Scale: (1) Strongly Agree (2) Agree (3) Neutral (4) Disagree (5) Strongly Disagree

Domain 1: Institutional and Administrative Challenges

Clear policies and guidelines for counseling improve the effectiveness of counseling services.

0102030405

Counselors have access to counseling tools adapted to the local context. 11 L0203 04

as

I receive sufficient support from the school administration. LI 1 02030405

My school provides adequate resources and space for counseling services. 11020304

as
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The role of the counselor is well recognized within the school system. grog20d3d4

as

Domain 2: Professional Development and Supervision Challenges

I have a clear understanding of my professional role as a counselor. 11 02030405

I have access to ongoing training and skill development opportunities. grog20d3d4
as

I have access to qualified supervision whenneeded. L1 1 002030405

I have opportunities for peer consultation and networking. 102030405

School stakeholders understand counseling ethics and confidentiality. 120304
as

I feel confident in my ability to provide academic, career, and personal/social counseling.

O1d2030405
My academic training adequately prepared me for practical counseling work. 12
O30405
I can recognize when a student may need emotional or psychological support and refer
appropriately. D1 02030405
Domain 3: Workload and Role Conflict Challenges

I am mostly assigned tasks that align with my counseling role. 0102030405
The counselor-to-student ratio in my school allows for effective service. L1123 04
as

My workload is manageable and does not lead to burnout. 102030405
Domain 4: Stakeholder and Client-Related Challenges

Students in my school understand the role and value of counseling. 1102030405
Students feel comfortable seeking support from the school counselor. 120304
as

Teachers in my school recognize the value of counseling services. J1 02030405
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Parents are aware of the importance of school counseling. 10203004015

School staff cooperate with me in supporting student needs. grog2030405
School leadership encourages collaboration with counselors. 12030405
There is a clear and formal referral system in place for counseling. 11 02030405

I am involved in planning and decision-making at my school. grog2030405
PART C: Open-Ended Questions

NOTE: *When answering the open-ended questions below, please do not mention or identify
any individuals by name. This helps protect your privacy and the privacy of others*

What are the top challenges you face in your role as a school counselor that is not mentioned

in the questionnaire?

What support or changes would help improve your effectiveness?

How can collaboration among counselors, teachers, parents, and students be improved?

Is there anything else you would like to suggest improving school counseling services in

Lebanon?

5. Follow-up interview:
"If you would like to participate in a voluntary follow-up interview, please provide your
email address below. Your email will only be used to contact you for the interview and will

not be connected to your survey responses. If you prefer not to, you may leave this blank."

Email address: _— —
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APPENDIX 3
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Interview Questions

Section A: Strategies to Overcome Challenges

1. Parental Engagement
You mentioned that parental engagement can be challenging. What strategies have
you used or would you recommend improving parents’ involvement in the counseling
process?

2. Raising Awareness Among School Stakeholder
Do you try to raise awareness among teachers, principals, and parents about the
counseling role, profession, process, and timeline? .../ How, what strategies do you
use?

3. Reducing Mental Health Stigma
Do you feel there is a stigma...? What do you do to reduce it among students, parents
and broader school community?

4. Managing High Caseload and Role Overlap
How do you manage a large number of students or overlapping responsibilities in

your role as a counselor?
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10.

Academic Scheduling Constraints
What strategies do you suggest removing the constraints of academic schedule versus

counseling?

Counselor Wellbeing

What practices or sources of support help you manage work-related stress

and maintain your professional wellbeing and prevent burnout?

Supporting Students with Difficult Home Environments (low socioeconomic,
emotional, and environmental problems)

What strategies have you found most effective in supporting students who have
troubles in their home environment?

What counseling tools do you use? How do you manage the absence of adequate
resources and spaces for counseling services?

Any further recommendations about how we can increase the effectiveness of the
counseling service in Lebanon?

Do all teachers collaborate with counselors? how can we increase teachers

collaboration with counselors?

Section B: Exploring the Challenges in Greater Depth

High Caseload

How does high case load affect your ability to provide counseling services?
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2- Parental Awareness
How low parental awareness and involvement in counseling affect your work with
students?

3- Counselor Involvement in Decision-Making
How does the lack of counselor involvement in decision-making affect counseling
services and student support?

4- Contextual Factors

Do the challenges you experience differ depending on grade level?
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APPENDIX 5

INVITATION LETTER FOR PUBLIC SCHOOLS
RECRUITMENT

American University of Beirut Department of Education

School Director's Permission Letter

Dear Principal,

Your school is invited to participate in a research study that explores the challenges
faced by Lebanese middle school counselors in both the private and public sectors, as
well as the possible solutions to overcome them, as perceived by school counselors.
This research is being conducted as part of my master's program in School Guidance
and Counseling at the American University of Beirut. I am conducting the study under
the supervision of Dr. Karma El Hasan, Associate Professor at AUB. Please take time to
read the following information carefully and feel free to contact me, Dr. Karma El
Hassan, or the Office of Institutional Review Board at the American University of
Beirut (IRB) on the contact details below if you have any questions or comments about
the study.

The study will include middle school counselors in schools that follow the English
language system in Beirut. School counselors in the eligible schools will be asked to
complete a survey electronically or by mail. Once the survey is completed, a sample of
the participating counselors will be selected for interview to get more in-depth
information on responses. Interviews will take place via Zoom or in person. In case of
any changes of the study, you will be notified.

There will be no physical or psychological risks or discomfort involved in the study. As
practitioners, counselors will benefit by sharing their experiences about the challenges
they face and offering potential solutions based on their expertise that might be useful in
the future.

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you agree that your school counselor can
participate, please sign and leave it with the secretary, then contact the investigator by
email or phone. Signing this letter is considered as an approval to contact the counselor
at your school. If you have already done so, the investigator will contact you within one
week to schedule a meeting and confirm the signing of the consent form and the survey
administration date. Please note that if you choose that the school counselor will not
participate in the study, or if counselors withdraw from it at any time, this will not affect
your relations with AUB in any way.

Klearina Aoun, Education Department American University of Beirut, Email:
Kha28@mail.aub.edu;

Karma EIl Hassan, PhD Associate Professor, Director Office of Institutional Research &
Assessment

(OIRA) American University of Beirut, Lebanon Tel: 961 1 350000, ext. 3131 Fax: 961
1365019



Email: kelhasan@aub.edu.lb; Institutional Review Board American University of Beirut
Tel: 961 1

374374, ext. 5445 Fax: 961 1 374374, ext. 5444 Direct Line: 961 1 738024 Direct Fax:
961 1 738025 Email: irb@aub.edu.lb

Principal’s signature: Date:

Thank you



APPENDIX 6
IRB APPROVAL

[AJII\V/[IE‘B]*%IC{:SAI¥ v Ianlzt\jt;;t‘izlzl Review Board
oFBEIRUT ’ '

APPROVAL OF RESEARCH

October 20, 2025

Dr. Karma El-Hassan
American University
of Beirut
kelhassan@aub.edu.lb

Dear Dr. El-Hassan,

On October 20, 2025, the IRB reviewed the following protocol:

Type of Review: | Initial; Expedited
Project Title: The Challenges of Middle School Counselors in Public and Private
Schools in Lebanon
Investigator: Dr. Karma El-Hassan
IRB ID: SBS-2025-0259
Funding Agency: | None
Documents Received July 21& October 6, 2025,
reviewed: . IRB application,
. Proposal,
. MEHE permission letter (English & Arabic versions),
. Private school recruitment letter (English & Arabic versions),
. Counselor consent form (English & Arabic versions),
. Interview consent form (English & Arabic versions), *
Interview guide (English & Arabic versions),
. Questionnaire (English & Arabic versions).

The IRB reviewed the protocol and granted approval from October 20, 2025, to
October 19, 2026, inclusive. Before August 19, 2026, or within 30 days of study
close, whichever is earlier, please submit a completed “FORM: Continuing Review
Progress Report” and required attachments to request continuing approval or study

closure.




If approval is not granted before the expiration date of October 20, 2026, approval
of this research expires on that date.

Please find attached the stamped approved documents:
. IRB application (received on October 6, 2025),
. Proposal (received on October 6, 2025),

. Private school recruitment letter (English & Arabic versions) (received on
October 6, 2025),

. Counselor consent form (English & Arabic versions),

. Interview consent form (English & Arabic versions) (received on September
5,2025),

. Questionnaire (English version) (received July 21, 2025),

. Questionnaire (Arabic version) (received October 6, 2025),

. Interview guide (English & Arabic versions) (received October 6, 2025).

Only IRB approved consent forms and documents can be used for this research
study.

Thank you.

American University of Beirut 1
PO Box 11-0236, Riad El Solh, Beirut
1107 2020, Lebanon

T +961 1 35 00 00 — Ext 5445
irb@aub.edu.lb

www.aub.edu.lb/irb

%%P‘%*:Ilgélﬁ v ;lls;it(;ltional Review
ofBEIRUT clENAY) diat

. 4
flﬂ&j‘égjy,
JAha EFOnsi Daouk, MSc, CIM
IRB Administrator, Social & Behavioral Sciences

Cec: Lara Nasreddine, PhD, LD
Professor of Human Nutrition,
Co-Chair, Institutional Review Board, Social & Behavioral Sciences

Rami Mahfouz, MD, MPH


http://www.aub.edu.lb/irb
http://www.aub.edu.lb/irb

Professor of Pathology and
Laboratory Medicine  Chair Institutional
Review Board

Ali K. Abu-Alfa, MD

Chairperson and Professor, Department of Internal Medicine
Director, Human Research Protection Program

Director for Research Affairs (AUBMC)

The American University of Beirut and its Institutional Review Board, under the
Institution’s Federal Wide Assurance with OHRP, comply with the Department of
Health and Human Services (DHHS) Code of

Federal Regulations for the Protection of Human Subjects ("The Common Rule")
45CFR46, subparts A,B, C, and D, with 21CFR56; and operate in a manner
consistent with the Belmont report, FDA guidance, Good Clinical Practices under

the ICH guidelines, and applicable national/local regulations.
American University of Beirut PO Box 11-0236, Riad EI Solh,
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